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The only thing a person can be certain of in this world is that of their own death.  Even with this knowledge death continues to be the biggest mystery that plagues mankind.  Wit, a play by Margaret Edson is about death and one women’s desire to understand it through her struggle with stage-four ovarian cancer.  
Wit stars Doctor Vivian Bearing (spelt B-E-A-R-I-N-G,) a 50 year old English Professor whose struggle with ovarian cancer reveals deep rooted truths about herself as well as exploring society’s unabridged desire for knowledge about death.  By the time the play starts Vivian has already been informed that she has a pernicious, cancerous tumor on one of her ovaries, and that the only hope for survival is an extremely experimental procedure that will basically drain the life out of her over the next eight months.  Vivian is and has always been an uncompromising professor known around her university for how rigorous her classes are, and early on she feels very confident that she will battle the cancer away.  She notes to her primary physician Doctor Harvey Kelekian that she has always been a strong witted woman and that she will continue to be strong throughout the procedures.  She also seems to have hope and witty sarcasm in her voice as she feels she will come through the experience alive.  With each treatment Vivian’s body gets more and more ran down, and slowly Vivian’s attitude towards her suffering and her mental state get more convoluted and negative.

As Vivian’s physical state goes downhill, she finds truths about herself that reveal how much of a phallic figure she is.  Vivian tries to counter-balance her ever-increasing feelings of pain and suffering by utilizing her amazing intellectual abilities to conjure up past experiences where she was the dominating, omniscient force.  Vivian deeply desires to be in strict control of hers as well as other’s lives and it seems that her life-long attitude of being the strict, know-it-all professor is exemplified.  She constantly brags about herself brilliantly teaching to her students, and how much authority she had while doing so.  One example is when she remembers an incident where one of her student’s grandmothers died and the student asked Vivian for an extension on her paper.  Vivian cuts off the student in mid sentence and prissily says “Do what you will, but the paper is due when it is due” (51).  This shows how she is an uncompromising authority figure, with extremely high standards.  The fact that she uses a bit of sarcasm in her voice to basically rub in the fact that the student will be failing the paper if they do not turn it in on time conveys the almost cynical nature of Vivian.  As her condition worsens, she not only recalls these past experiences of her in control but she actually tries to teach class to her doctors, who increasingly wonder about her mental health.  One of her doctors sees this change in her and offers an interesting connection to her.
Jason Posner, one of the main doctors associated with Vivian’s care, holds the phallic and omniscient power over Vivian that creates jealousy and tension between the two characters.  He represents the figure that Vivian wishes to be and holds the power that Vivian wishes to possess.  He also ironically took one of Vivian’s classes, which was suppose to be one of the hardest classes at the university just to see if he could get an ‘A’, and he did indeed accomplish that feat.  His passing of her most difficult class without having prior experience in the English field is like a slap in the face to Vivian, and is one more way that Jason is shown to have power over Vivian.  Jason’s character also helps dumb down the intellectual rambling that Vivian speaks through out the play, and he summarizes the most important theme of the play when he explains his term ‘salvation anxiety’:

...you know you’re a sinner. And there’s this promise of salvation...But you just can’t deal with it....But you can’t face life without it either.  So you write these screwed-up sonnets.  Everything is brilliantly convoluted...Like a game, to make the puzzle so complicated....The puzzle takes over.  You’re not even trying to solve it anymore. (60)
This explanation of salvation anxiety is directly related to Vivian’s life.  As her condition worsens her thoughts about death and her desire for answers get increasing complicated, and while trying to sort out her thoughts they become so convoluted that even she doesn’t know how to explain them.  She relates this feeling to a student taking a final exam and not knowing what to put down because he doesn’t understand the question and is quickly running out of time (56).  Besides this being in direct correlation of Vivian’s life, this small speech Jason gives is done while inserting a catheter into the unconscious, helpless Vivian.  This small fact further alludes to the castration of Vivian’s phallic power in life, and represents how she is no longer in control of her or anybody else’s life.

Vivian’s struggle with her cancer shows how death represents a downfall of authority.  Her power and knowledge she has gained and utilized throughout her life is stripped away from her unexpectedly and unpredictably.  She loses total control of her life, and ultimately makes Wit a rude awakening for humans to realize that one day, whether they like it or not, they will lose all that they have worked for and ultimately circum to death’s fatal blow.
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