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Abstract. It is known that 20th century’s famous American playwright Lillian Hellman (1905-1984) is less 

studied out of the boarders of the USA, i.e. in the frames of foreign literature in the Post-Soviet space, including in Ar-

menia. L. Hellman's works are considered as a valuable input in the context of the 20th century American literature. The 

studies have shown that Hellman has lived through a number of contradictory roles both in her own, private life and as 

a dramatist. Being a controversial both during and after her life, she is considered to be one of the leading women of 

that time and a pioneer in the field of dramaturgy. Of course some corners of her own life is still remained cloudy and 

impossible to verify; an irony in a woman who has illustrated the themes of the truth-telling and ethics issues in her 
works, such as early short stories, plays, screenplays and memoirs. Thus, from this perspective our article is aimed to 

the analysis of her literary works, in which we have tried to disclose the feministic elements, which are directly linked to 

her own life. The studies have shown that Hellman is viewed as a critically and popularly acclaimed dramatist. What 

about the nature of her works they have mainly political context and are often considered as controversial. It is obvious 

that her personal life is considered as much publicity as her writings. Therefore, it should be noted that more recently 

feminist scholars, literalists, have examined her works and different researchers, many of them contend that L. Hellman 

really was a feminist despite her statements to the contrary. So, in the frames of a current article we have tried to dis-

close that by studying and analyzing her plays and memoirs. 

Keywords: Lillian Hellman, a playwright, American literature and dramaturgy, feminism, plays, memoirs. 

 

The historical excursion of the first half of the 20th century evidence the witnessed changes in almost every 
aspect of everyday lives of women, starting from the domestic to the public spheres of life. The movements of women 

and women’s organizations, which were aimed to the equal rights, the rise and formation of a new generation of female 

writers, artists and professionals, transformed the traditional patriarchal social structure across the world. Since the First 

World War, these social movements, which still had been set at the beginning of the 20th century, developed further, as 

women started to self-actualized in the newly formed professional and political situations, where previously have domi-

nated the males. Thus, we can state that in the mid of the 20th century the social and political activities, as well as the 

concerns of women had been recognized as a significant element of the literary, scientific, artistic and cultural view of a 

number of countries, marking revolutionary changes in the public, social and family roles of women.  

Thus, the period between the two World Wars has become a vast cultural force, which was manifested in the 

theatre, mass media, radio, fine arts, literature, film industry and other spheres. Therefore, in this context we can record 

that in above-mentioned period did witness changes in the style and content of women’s writings, as well as an increase 

in the depiction of feminine images and themes in literature in general. 
At that historical time of the United States, a number of authors explored issues pertaining to sexuality and the 

newly redefined sexual politics between men and women. So, the female writers, focused on topics pertinent to women, 

bringing attention to the myriad difficulties they have faced redefining their identities in the changing world. In this 

context, it is invaluable the literary input of the outstanding American-Jewish playwright – Lillian Hellman. 

Thus, Lillian Hellman was born in New Orleans on June 20 in the Jewish family, whose ancestors moved from 

Germany to the USA in the mid of 19th century. The study of the biographical details of a playwright represent that her 

maternal relatives were rich, i.e. more successful in America than her father’s family. Related to the failed business of her 

father, the family had to move to the New York City. Thus, Hellman has spent her childhood both with the maternal and 

father relatives, living the summers in the well-appointed Newhouse quarters on the upper western side of Manhattan and 

sharing the winters with her father’s sisters in the New Orleans boardinghouse. [1] As she has stated in many interviews, 

related to those frequent moves her education suffered a lot, facing to different home environments and school districts. 

                                                             
© Haytyan L. / Айтян Л., 2019 
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At first, the playwright studied in the University of New York (1921-1924), then in the University of Columbia 

(1924-1925), but soon left a college without finishing her degree. For a short period, Hellman started to work as a man-
uscript reader, but soon she married Arthur Kober who was a publicist. Thus, she began doing publicity for plays and 

writing book reviews, publishing her first piece in the New York Herald Tribune in 1925. [2] Already in 1926 A. Kober 

became an editor of the literary journal “Paris Comet”, and the couple moved to live in France. In the above-mentioned 

magazine the short stories of Hellman were studied, which she has written during her trips to Europe. In 1930, the mar-

ried couple moved to Hollywood. It was there, when she met Dashiell Hammett, who was a well-known detective nov-

elist, and soon they started a great, long lasted relationship both in personal and professional levels. [3] 

Returning to New York in 1934, Hellman produced her first play – “The Children’s Hour”, which was the 

well received by the audience but left a controversial impression at the same time. Then the playwright produced her 

next play – “The Days to come“(1936), but the latter was far less successful and closed after a few performances. In 

1939, she produced her most famous play – “The Little Foxes”, to which have followed a number of other plays and 

screen plays throughout the years – in 1940s, 1950s and early 1960s. Then, she has retired from the theatre and began 

writing her memoirs, such as “An unfinished woman” (1969), “Pentimento: A book of Portraits” (1973) and the 
“Scoundrel time” (1976), “Maybe: A story” (1980). Those memoirs somehow portrait her own, personal life, including 

the details of her social-political active life and the characters acting in them, remember the real people to whom she 

had met throughout her life path (since her childhood till the end of her life). 

Thus, analyzing the contexts of Hellman’s works, we can state that her politics, meanwhile, had embroiled her 

in further controversy. Studying her political active life, we find out she has often associated with liberal and radical 

causes. She has produced a critical report addressed to the Congressional House Committee on Un-American Activities. 

However, she has never blamed with being a Communist, but she was blacklisted and on May 19, 1952 was called to 

testify before the Committee. Refusing to name fellow writers and other representatives in Hollywood who might be 

Communists, Hellman had to massage to the Committee a written statement, which serves as evidence of her personal 

principles: “… I cannot and will not cut my conscience to fit this year’s fashions…”, (…)” even though I long ago came 

to the conclusion that I was not a political person and could have no comfortable place in any political group (…)” [4].  
In 1970s, Hellman worked as a visiting lecturer in a number of prestigious universities, such as Harvard, Yale 

and Berkeley. Unfortunately, the declining health forced her to give up the strenuous teaching schedule soon. She suf-

fered from emphysema and died in 1984. 

Therefore, summarizing Lillian Hellman continued to write plays about three decades, and some of them had 

gained the greatest critical and popular successes of the Broadway stage. It should be stated that her early plays fol-

lowed in the realistic and naturalistic traditions of the 19th century’s dramatists, such as Henrik Ibsen and Anton Che-

khov. Her later plays are often illustrated her among the contemporary dramatists, such as B. Brecht, E. O’Neil, A. Mil-

ler and T. Williams.  

L. Hellman’s plays are considered to be introductions of the feminist theatre as the critics and researchers state. 

Thus, as we have mentioned above her first produced play was “The Children’s Hour”, which had a commer-

cial and critical success, but was attributed to its controversial subject matter. The plays deals with a young girl who 

falsely accuses her school directress of involvement in a lesbian relationship. So, in the result, this scandal causes many 
parents to remove their daughters from that school which was located in a small New England town. As shows the play, 

although the lie is exposed in the end, but one of the directresses has by this time committed suicide. 

 From the point of view of the literary criticism, this play is considered as Hellman’s most controversial, where 

she has explored the effects of a lie, which was spread as gossip. What produced controversy was the nature of the lie; 

that being a little girl the schoolchild had taken a revenge on two teachers by telling her grandma that they were lesbi-

ans. Despite the gossip was baseless, but it caused a tragedy for the women and in the result one of them - Martha, by 

questioning her own sexuality killed herself in the last act of the play. By discussing the issue of a homosexuality, we 

find out it was then close to taboo and was the primary reason to the critics of that time, to deny the Pulitzer Prize for 

best drama of the year. 

The next major work of Hellman - “The Little Foxes”, which is considered a carefully researched drama, set in 

1900 in an Alabama town. The pitiless members of the Hubbard family of which characters inspired by the maternal 
side relatives of Hellman, were struggling for the family business control through chantage, scrounging and murder. 

The only moral center of the play is Addie, who is modeled on Hellman’s childhood nurse. It is worthy to notice that 

the latter is the only character from Hellman’s early life to receive positive treatment in her plays. 

Thus, in addition to The Children’s Hour, Hellman’s next most important play -The Little Foxes, follow the 

machinations of the Hubbard family in the South. In this play, she has created her most memorable and lasting charac-

ter, such as Regina Hubbard Giddens. 

Already in 1940s, especially during the Second World War, L. Hellman turned to contemporary political 

themes, writing her next plays, such as the “Watch on the Rhine” (1941), which includes the events in 1940 Nazi Ger-

many. The concept of a play was aimed at inspiring Americans in order to abandon neutrality, so the play was a success 

both critically and commercially. Latter, Hellman’s most political work is considered “The Searching Wind” (1944), 

which was opened in New York and once again the dramatist used a domestic setting to explore issues of fascism 

abroad. After the war, she returned to the family matters with “Another Part of the Forest” (1946) and “The Autumn 
Garden” (1951), which has received as a finest play of her by a number of critics. This play offers a considerable departure 
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from an earlier style of Hellman and is often regarded as her most mature dramatic work. In 1960, creating the play of 

“Toys in the Attic”, she has again returned to the family material. This work was her last original play. Being set in 
New Orleans, the plot of a play involves interracial relationships, the hint of incestuous desire, as well as the dangers of 

living in the past. It is worthy to mention that Hellman won the “New York Drama Critics Award” for both “Watch on 

the Rhine” and “Toys in the Attic” plays. 

Observing the career of Hellman as a playwright and studying her life as a woman, we can state that her life 

path was enough lively and dramatic as well. Travelling across Europe in 1920-1930s, she met a number of political 

figures, dealth to different political situations and raised her political awareness as well. These impressions and memo-

ries are reflected in her plays and particularly in memoirs. For instance, in “Pentimento: A book of portraits” in the 

character of “Julia” Hellman has depicted herself as a participant in anti-Nazi actions. Of course, a number of research-

ers and biographers have called into question the identity of “Julia” (a pseudonym in Hellman’s writings) and the actual 

participation of Hellman in underground activities in general. Unfortunately, those questions remain unanswered for 

obvious reasons. What about the next memoir - the “Scoundrel Time”, here Hellman has illustrated a story, along with 

her account of her role in the McCarthy hearings, which were controversial. After the publication of the above-
mentioned two memoirs, the critics have announced that both works were self-serving and riddled with untruths. 

Thus, her first memoir – “An Unfinished Woman” (1969) won the National Book Award. In the content of 

that, she has imaged her childhood in New Orleans and New York, representing her family members, her confused first 

years in Hollywood as a reader of scripts, then the stormy love story with Dashiell Hammett and etc. These incidents 

and many other episodes disclose her unique personality: a fiery, independent, comic and etc. Her later memoir – 

“Maybe: “A Story” (1980) seems to be an autobiographical, at least in part. 

Thus, summarizing it should be noted that from the point of the critical reception the major works of L. Hell-

man were well received by both critics and audiences, and many productions of her work had long lasted, successful 

theatrical runs. Feminist scholars, who qualified her as a feminist, although she always tried to prove the contrary, have 

examined her literary works. For instance, Sally Burke includes Lillian Hellman in her study of feminist playwrights, 

despite the critical contention about Hellman, that she was seeking to be “one of the boys”, as well as an own conten-
tion of Hellman that in the theatre she encountered no discrimination as a woman. [5] S. Burke insists in her notes that 

Hellman “gave voice to feminist themes while publicly eschewing the title of feminist.” Turning to the play of “The Lit-

tle Foxes”, Burke alleges that the current work deals with “woman’s status as chattel to be disposed of at the discretion 

of the patriarchy, and the convergence of race and class as well as gender in determining one's destiny.” [6] 

An English professor - Judith E. Barlow, who deals with the topic of women playwrights of the early 20th cen-

tury, in her essay entitled “Into the Foxhole: Feminism, Realism and Lillian Hellman” concludes that “The Little Foxes” 

“with its attention to gendered role playing,” meets the criteria associated with feminist drama. According to Barlow, 

that play challenges the stereotypical domestic role for women and confronts “the hypocrisy of excluding the women 

from direct participation in business negotiations.” [7] In short, in her writings J. Barlow by discussing “The Little 

Foxes” play, disprove the feminist criticism that dismisses the work of Hellman because of its realism. 

In its turn, Mary Lynn Broe, a professor of humanities at Caroline Werner Gannett, in her essay examines 

Hellman’s use of passivity in her plays, arguing that its use often contradicts to the social stereotype related to the fe-
male characters she has represented. By the opinion of Broe, the words and actions of the female characters of a drama-

tist Hellman suggest not only new ways for moral being and a new diapason of expression for female behavior, but also 

a new approach to re-evaluating playwriting skills of L. Hellman. [8] 

Thus, Lillian Hellman remains a controversial and complicated figure in the history of American dramaturgy. 

Hellman’s contributions to the arts of drama and memoir are considered valuable, significant and lasting. Her success is 

considerable as she produced her works at the time when the field of dramaturgy was under the domination of male 

writers. Although being a controversial, her input is undeniable. In addition, up to date her art of drama and personal 

life remain a question for the researchers open to debate. 
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Аннотация. Известно, что знаменитый Американский драматург 20-го века Лилиан Хеллман (1905-

1984) менее изучена за пределами США. Работы Л. Хеллман рассматриваются как ценный вклад в контексте 

американской литературы 20-го века и в драматургии в целом. Исследования показывают, что Хеллман пере-

жила ряд противоречивых ролей как в своей личной жизни, так и в роли драматурга. Будучи противоречивой и 

во время и после ее жизни, она считается одной из ведущих женщин того времени и пионером в области дра-

матургии. Конечно, некоторые уголки ее собственной жизни все еще остаются облачными и их невозможно 

проверить; ирония в женщине, которая проиллюстрировала темы правдивых и этических вопросов в своих 

работах, таких как ранние короткие рассказы, пьесы, сценарии и мемуары. Таким образом, с этой точки зре-

ния, наша статья направлена на анализ ее литературных произведений, в которых мы попытались раскрыть 

феминистические элементы, которые напрямую связаны с ее личной жизнью. Исследования показали, что 

Хеллман считается признанным критиком и популярным драматургом. Что касается характера ее работ, 
они имеют, в основном, политический контекст и часто рассматриваются как спорные. Совершенно очевид-

но, что ее личная жизнь считается такой же публичной, как и ее произведения. Следует отметить, что в 

последнее время ее произведения были исследованы учеными-феминистками, литераторами и различными ис-

следователями, многие из которых утверждают, что Л. Хеллман действительно была феминисткой, несмот-

ря на ее заявления об обратном. Итак, в рамках текущей статьи мы постарались раскрыть это, изучая и 

анализируя ее пьесы и мемуары. 

Ключевые слова: Лилиан Хеллман, драматург, американская литература и драматургия, феминизм, 

пьесы, мемуары. 
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