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Well-Made Play versus Problem Play 

 Several critics and scholars have dubbed Hellman’s The Children’s Hour as a 

well-made play; in fact, Hellman herself has stated that she intended this particular play 

of hers to be written with the elements of a well-made play in mind, “complex and highly 

artificial plotting, a build-up of suspense, a climactic scene in which all problems are 

resolved, and a happy ending” (“Well-made play”). Furthermore, Hellman is, indeed, 

regarded as a prominent example of playwrights who draw on the elements of a well-

made play (“Well-made play”). In his book The Rise and Fall of the Well-Made Play, 

John Russell Taylor discusses the elements which must be considered in a well-made 

play—“clear, neat, balanced overall construction, and the appearance at least of 

verisimilitude [true to life]” (Taylor 15). Based on these elements, supported by Sir 

Arthur Pinero and rather limited according to Eugene Scribe (who was interested in the 

art of making connections), Hellman’s play is not, strictly, a well-made play. If a well-

made play requires a “clear, neat, balanced overall construction” (Taylor 15), then The 

Children’s Hour is anything but well-made. The inciting incident is not present until mid-

way through act one or is not seen until the end of the first scene in act two, depending on 

one’s interpretation or analysis. Furthermore, the climax of the play is not reached until 

halfway through act three and is quickly followed by the denouement which only lasts for 

two pages. However, Hellman does a superb job of building tension and has the events of 

the play be causal throughout. Nevertheless, Hellman’s intent, rather one believes it to be 

the morality of Mary’s lie, the act of lying, or the content of the lie, is one of a moral or 

social nature.  
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With its didactic or moral nature (the addressing of controversial social issues 

such as feminism, lesbianism) and its invitation to stimulate thought and discussion, The 

Children’s Hour aligns more with a problem play, or a “type of drama that developed in 

the [nineteenth] century to deal with controversial social issues in a realistic manner, to 

expose social ills, and to stimulate thought and discussion on the part of the audience” 

(“Problem Play”), than it does with the aspects of a well-made play. Having found its 

beginnings in the work of the French dramatists Alexandre Dumas and Émile Augier, the 

problem play found more fame in the works of Henrik Ibsen (A Doll’s House, An Enemy 

of the People, Ghosts), a Norwegian playwright whose works were not only brilliant in 

terms of the writing but also served a purpose by discussing topical subjects in the society 

and culture of the time. However, the problem play was brought to its height by the Irish 

playwright, George Bernard Shaw (Androcles and the Lion, Candida, Pygmalion) who 

concentrated the theme of his plays on social evils in order to point out society’s 

complicity in its own evils – very reminiscent of what Hellman has done here with her 

play The Children’s Hour. 
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Scenes to Focus on 

One of the most difficult scenes in Hellman’s play is Martha’s confession to 

Karen about her realization that she has loved her “the way they said” (68). In order to 

avoid a production of this play coming off as homophobic, pathetic, or pitiable, the 

treatment of this scene must have the utmost focus and intention behind both the acting 

and the directing. Emphasis from the director must be made in the portrayal of Karen 

during this scene. For instance, the text says that Karen is “horrified” (69) once she 

realizes what Martha is confessing. However, if one wishes to avoid this homophobic 

response, then the intention or active verb within this beat must be chosen carefully, with 

the intent not to be horrified but rather concerned, worried, shocked, or whatever the 

director wishes to portray in this moment. Furthermore, the intention behind Martha’s 

character must also be dealt with carefully. Martha is admitting a scary—for those within 

an oppressive society—truth to her best friend. She is scared to lose Karen, to admit to 

herself that she is what society hates. So, Martha’s operative words within this scene 

must also be chosen carefully, perhaps in collaboration with the director in order to 

convey what it is the production necessitates. Regardless, in the original run of The 

Children’s Hour, Hellman’s intention was for Martha’s story to be tragic but not pathetic. 

In fact, she struggled to create a play in which she adhered to the guidelines of social law 

which was to “protect the helpless members of society against the invert” (Ellis 219). In 

other words, how does she write a queer play without anything directly or overtly queer 

being referenced or discussed in any manner other than contempt or persecution? 

Hellman writes in her notes, 

(The idea of an unrealized yearning, a sublimation that would never have 

appeared if let alone, is in one way unsound. However, I think its right and 
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recognizable and should be used.) The confession the last straw: the difference 

between having been injured unjustly—some comfort in that—and being injured 

with some possible justice. Could the kid have been right. Could she, because of 

her own and different abnormality, have seen what they couldn’t see themselves, 

have sensed it and unconsciously known about it. Suicide is part of that and not 

separate. If it’s separate it will be phony melodrama, instead of cause and result. 

(Triesch 103-104) 

Going off of what Hellman says in her notes, I would agree that Martha’s suicide is the 

result of her confession but not simply because she is queer; rather, I would argue that the 

shame and guilt of denying it for so long only to come to this realization because a little 

girl (Mary) told a lie that happened to be her truth which inexorably caused Karen 

heartache and devastation (the closing of the school and the loss of Joe) is the cause of 

Martha’s death.  

 The 1961 film, directed by William Wyler, provides a more empathetic and less 

homophobic representation of Martha’s confession to Karen than in previous iterations. 

First and foremost, this film stays true to the script (Hellman’s 1952 version) which 

allows a more authentic telling of the story. In this scene, Martha is, of course, hysterical. 

After Karen and she discuss the fact that this “isn’t a new sin they tell us we’ve done” 

(68), Martha repeats the phrase “We don’t love each other” (68). This repetition of 

Martha’s shows that she is questioning whether or not Mary’s lie has some truth to it, and 

she is trying to convince herself that she does not love Karen. However, it is not until her 

next little speech that she finally comes to the realization: “You were a dear friend who 

was loved, that’s all. Certainly there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s perfectly natural that 

I should be fond of you. Why, we’ve known each other since we were seventeen and I 

always thought—” (68). It is the cutting off of that last line that tells the audience Martha 

realizes what her true feelings mean. In this moment, Martha is trying to make sense of 
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her thoughts and feelings. In her next line, MacLaine shouts the words “Listen to me” 

(68). In shouting these words, MacLaine takes away from the seriousness of Martha’s 

realization and paints her as hysterical and, quite frankly, melodramatic. If those words 

were said more calmly and sharply, then Karen is more likely to listen and take what 

Martha is saying seriously. 

 Overall, the scene is which Martha makes her confession should be handled 

carefully and with a clear intent. Hepburn, contrary to Hellman’s stage directions in the 

script, treats Martha in this moment as nothing more or less than her friend. She is not 

“horrified” (69) nor disgusted by what Martha is telling her. On the contrary, she seems 

to want to comfort her friend, affirm her discovery, and let her know that she is not guilty 

or dirty or sick in any way. Treating this confession of Martha’s in this way leans towards 

a more accepting, intimate, and positive interpretation as opposed to the rather 

homophobic response given in the script. Such a decision, however, depends on the 

director’s concept and their desired reception of this scene. Towards the end of the scene, 

Martha looks back at Karen saying, “Good night, darling” (70) which, in itself, shows the 

audience the intimacy between the two friends. However, in the film (1961), Martha’s 

line has been changed to “Goodbye, darling” (The Children’s Hour) which keeps the 

intimacy of the relationship but is too revealing as to what Martha is about to do (commit 

suicide). The addition of this line takes away from the impact of Martha’s death for 

Karen considering she must now have some sort of inkling that Martha intends to end her 

life. Saying “goodbye” rather than “goodnight” definitely has more finality to it. 

Therefore, Karen would not seem as shocked as she should be when hearing the gunshot. 
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To portray this scene in any other way would be a disservice not only to the play but to 

the queer community who has seen the death of a queer character in media far too often. 

 Another moment in the 1961 film version of Hellman’s play that requires 

discussion is the method of Martha’s death. In the script—both the 1934 and 1952 

versions—, Martha dies by a self-inflicted gunshot. However, in the film, Martha not 

only hangs herself, but she also commits suicide after hearing Mrs. Tilford’s apology. 

Hearing Mrs. Tilford’s apology demeans Martha’s death, omitting the original cause for 

Martha to commit suicide: Mary’s lie. Mary’s lie ended up being true which is why 

Martha kills herself – out of guilt for the trouble and heartache she has caused Karen. If 

Martha dies after Mrs. Tilford apologizes, then she has killed herself because she cannot 

live in a world where she is known as a lesbian. Therefore, if Mrs. Tilford apologizes 

after Martha has made her confession, then her death is not a direct cause of Mary’s lie 

but rather Mrs. Tilford’s apology. Furthermore, in the film, Martha kills herself by 

hanging rather than a gun. This provides a less impactful shock for both the audience and 

for Karen. Karen is reeling after hearing her friend’s confession, trying to decide where to 

go from here. So, the immediately loudness and shock of the gunshot does not interrupt 

her thoughts. Although we see Karen trying to break down the door to Martha’s room, 

the suddenness of Martha’s death is lost, replaced instead with a drawn out, melodramatic 

scene in which Karen finds her friend dead. However, the intense scene of Karen 

(Hepburn) breaking down the door does provide an interpretation more appealing to those 

concerned with the theme of lesbianism. In fact, film scholar Joanna Rapf states, “the 

innuendo in Karen’s reactions [is] that she too may have loved Martha ‘in the way they 

said’ although she is not strong enough yet to admit it. Certainly, feelings she has for 
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Martha are stronger than the ones she has for Joe” (Rapf 50). Nevertheless, for the 

purposes of producing this play on the stage, it would be more impactful to have the 

sound of the gunshot for the benefit of Karen and the audience.  

 In the aftermath of Martha’s death, the audience sees yet another confession. Mrs. 

Tilford tells Karen that she has found Mary’s accusation to be false. This is a moment 

that the director, along with the actors and, possibly, the dramaturg need to collaborate 

and decide how this scene needs to be handled. We see that Mrs. Tilford is begging for 

forgiveness; however, Karen’s response to her plea for mercy is the meat—or moment of 

impact—of act three: 

KAREN. […] So last night you found out you had done wrong to us. And now 

you have to right that wrong or you can’t rest your head again. Well, don’t 

rest it. I won’t be your confessor. Take your conscience some place else, 

get somebody else to help you be a “good” woman again. (Smiles.) You 

told us that night you had to do what you did. Now you have to do this. A 

public apology and money paid and you can sleep and eat again. You and 

all those who always know how right they are. What’s somebody else’s 

life to you? A way to show your own righteousness. And if you happen to 

be wrong, (Shrugs.) then you can always put it right some other day. 

(Quietly.) I have a dead friend. Get out of here and be noble on the street. 

(72) 

This speech of Karen’s must be done in a way that is not only candid but intentional and 

poignant. Perhaps having the actress portraying Karen focus, once again, on her operative 

words, making sure that this monologue is sharp, concise, and directed in a way that 

adheres to the production’s intent. Karen is making a reference to a traditionally catholic 

practice of a confessional: “I won’t be your confessor” (72). Knowledge of this act and its 

proceedings would aid in the delivery of the line, but Hellman is also aware of this 

connection which means that she wants her readers and audience to know that she is 

addressing the overall religious sect of society that condemns homosexuals and deviants 
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who supposedly stray from the path of god. Hellman also posits the idea of a “’good’ 

woman” (72) within this monologue. Once again, she is making a connection between 

what society deems good behavior and the consequences of not abiding by those set 

standards. Karen’s monologue starts off spiteful, talking about how she abhors the way 

society condemns those deemed “other.” However, she slips into a sort of condescension 

when telling Mrs. Tilford, “You told us that night… and if you happen to be wrong 

(Shrugs)…” (72). Then, when ending her speech, Karen turns hateful, a quiet sort of 

malice when she tells Mrs. Tilford to “get out of here and be noble on the street” (72). 

Karen has lost her school and her fiancé yet kept moving forward. As long as she had 

Martha, they could make it work and “find a place to go” (68). However, she has now 

lost Martha; she has nothing and no one else to lose. In this moment, she feels truly alone 

in the world, and it is because of Mrs. Tilford and her granddaughter, Mary. The 

accusatory tone and cruelty within Karen’s words must find its way into the deliverance 

of this speech.  

Towards the end of the scene, we see Mrs. Mortar and Mrs. Tilford standing in 

the room while Karen looks out the window—no acknowledgement of the two women 

other than short, defiant sentences. The way that Wyler’s 1961 film handles this moment 

is very impactful as well. He has a quiet scene—after Martha is found dead—in which 

everyone is attending the hillside funeral of the deceased teacher. Karen is shown 

defiantly and confidently walking away from everyone, including the stares of Mrs. 

Tilford, Mrs. Mortar, and Joe as though heading towards “an independent future built on 

the acceptance of Martha’s love” (Spencer 59). I believe that this same effect can be 

accomplished in a stage production by focusing on Karen’s distance between the other 
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two women sooner. Rather than having Karen move to the window on the line, “you’ll be 

alright?” (73), she should move to the window (or away from the women with her back 

turned) after her speech to Mrs. Tilford regarding righteousness. In doing this, the defiant 

nature that Karen has developed will be more evident and will provide a better, more 

hopeful outcome for Karen than that of isolation and sorrow as directed in the script. 

In mounting a stage production of Lillian Hellman’s The Children’s Hour, there is 

a lot to take into consideration. The reception of this play during its original debut in 

1934 is and will be wildly different to the reception it would garner today. Although 

progressive for its time, the subject matter of The Children’s Hour, if handled carelessly 

or egregiously, can be misinterpreted and gain backlash from the current socio-political 

climate and audiences of today’s theatre world. Therefore, when producing this play, it is 

important to take into consideration structure of the play, the different approaches to the 

play, and the obstacles in mounting a production of Hellman’s The Children’s Hour, and 

the impact that such a monumental and historical play could have on a society that is 

trying to make progress by encouraging representation, equity, and diversity. As theatre 

artists, we should be able to look back on history and feel proud of how much we have 

accomplished, and we should feel emboldened to push forward. As Mark Blasius and 

Shane Phelan quote Radclyffe Hall (The Well of Loneliness) in their work We Are 

Everywhere: A Historical Sourcebook of Gay and Lesbian Politics, “What I will never 

forgive is your daring to try and make me ashamed of my love. I’m not ashamed of it; 

there’s no shame in me” (218). 
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CONCLUSION 

Even though Lillian Hellman’s play The Children’s Hour has not been undertaken 

by professional theaters such as those in Broadway or West End for several years (not 

since 2011), it is clear why it has withstood the test of time in both community and 

collegiate theaters: The Children’s Hour presents a historical look at lesbianism and 

provides a vital interpretation of the treatment of queer people while inviting its 

audiences to question what a queer future might look like or how to avoid repeating the 

past. Although it has homophobic undertones when produced and studied today, 

Hellman’s debut play was pivotal and influential for the queer community during her 

time. It allowed the subject of homosexuality to be discussed on Broadway and invited its 

audiences to empathize with queer individuals—something a lot of plays during the time 

did not dare to do in fear of being censored, sued, or arrested.  

After examining multiple versions and adaptations of The Children’s Hour and 

discussing a variety of scholarly sources in order to create a broad range of analyses and 

opinions, it is clear to see that this play can produce a variety of interpretations, 

intentions, and concepts worthy of a stage production. Throughout my analysis, I have 

considered The Children’s Hour in its entirety by looking at the original script (1934), its 

first film adaptation directed by William Wyler (These Three, 1936), its second 

appearance on Broadway (1952, directed by Lillian Hellman), and its second film 

adaptation directed, again, by William Wyler (The Children’s Hour, 1961). Furthermore, 

an in-depth textual analysis, supported by or in opposition to scholarly articles, and a 

theatrical approach to problem areas within Hellman’s play provide both a literary and 
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practical approach to analyzing and staging The Children’s Hour today in the twenty-first 

century.  

 Historical, social, and political context has proved to be essential in analyzing and 

devising any theatrical production or study on dramatic literature, especially in the case 

of Hellman’s The Children’s Hour. Analyzing a play from the conservative and censored 

times of the 1930s, 50s, and 60s has proven to be a difficult undertaking when 

approached in the less homophobic times of the twenty-first century. Nevertheless, it 

provides a greater understanding of queer history and how far we have come in the past 

ninety years—and how far we have yet to come. The beliefs of Hellman’s time are 

extremely farfetched from the beliefs still held by some communities now, especially 

when discussing the queer and BIPOC communities or even the dialogue surrounding 

gender and equal rights for all. Although censorship laws are no longer in effect, or not as 

strict as they were, minority groups (such as those previously mentioned) still face 

oppression. So, the topic of lesbianism (or queerness in general), gender equality, and 

morality as addressed in The Children’s Hour are still in effect and relevant today.  

 One idea briefly addressed in the third chapter of this thesis is forever in flux: 

audience reception. One could speculate or infer what the potential response of a present-

day production of The Children’s Hour could be. However, it is nearly impossible to 

garner the exact reaction this play would receive because of its text, tone, and 

implications concerning Martha’s confession and her subsequent suicide. Modern 

audiences would be able to pick up on the expertly written subtleties throughout the play, 

noticing the relationship between Karen and Martha might be more than even they 
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realize. However, the way Martha’s coming out is handled is rather outdated and punitive 

which makes it hard to interpret in any way other than what it is: murdering the lesbian.  

 The treatment of The Children’s Hour as it is discussed within this thesis is not 

the end-all-be-all for how this play can be analyzed or produced. It is merely a suggestion 

and an additional viewpoint into the world created by Lillian Hellman. Interpretations 

and perspectives on this, and every, play is constantly oscillating and will therefore 

provide a mixture of themes, concepts, and scholarly works that aim to showcase the 

brilliance of The Children’s Hour as it continues to be a prominent fixture in theatre 

history and a needed example of what the future of theatre could be. Ultimately, 

“spending time with this play offers hope that a contemporary production could be 

envisioned to reflect something new, and important, about the sense and sensibility of 

audiences today” (Spencer 61). Through the analysis of Lillian Hellman’s The Children’s 

Hour discussed here, there is no question that theatre is an ever-evolving discipline that 

aims to show the world as it was, as it is, and as it can be.  
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APPENDIX A 

   

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1.  Image of Katherine Emmet who portrayed Mrs. Tilford in both the 1934 and 1952 

productions of Hellman’s The Children’s Hour, "The Premiere,” The Brooklyn Citizen 

1934, https://www.newspapers.com/image/543804569/?terms=The%20Children%27s% 

20Hour&match=1.  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. Image of a scene in Hellman’s The Children’s Hour (from left to right, Robert 

Keith, Anne Revere, Florence McGee, Katherine Emery, and Katherine Emmet), "The 

Children's Hour" The New York Public Library Digital Collections. 1934. 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47e3-ec04-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99.  
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Fig. 3. Karen Wright (Katherine Emery) comforts Martha Dobie (Anne Revere) as 

Martha confesses that she has loved Karen, "Anne Revere and Katherine Emery in The 

Children's Hour," The New York Public Library Digital Collections, 1934, 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47e4-6644-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4. Anne Revere as Martha Dobie in The Children’s Hour, "Anne Revere in The 

Children's Hour," The New York Public Library Digital Collections, 1934, 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47e4-6645-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99.  
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Fig. 5. An advertisement for Herman Shumlin’s 1934 production of Hellman’s The 

Children’s Hour, "'The Children's Hour' With Original Cast," Woodville News, 1936, 

https://www.newspapers.com/image/753807000/?terms=The%20Children%27s%20Hour

&match=1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6. Poster for the 1936 film version of Hellman’s The Children’s Hour, "'These Three' 

Improvement on Stage Play," Oakland Tribune, 1936, https://www.newspapers.com/ 

image/142984896/?terms=The%20Children%27s%20Hour&match=1.  



 

80 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 7. Film Poster for William Wyler’s These Three based on Hellman’s The Children’s 

Hour, “’These Three’,” The Nebraska State Journal, 1936, https://www.newspapers.com/ 

image/314205531/?terms=The%20Children%27s%20Hour&match=1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 8. Playbill for Hellman’s 1952 production of her play The Children’s Hour, “The 

Children’s Hour at Coronet Theatre,” Playbill Vault, 1952, http://www.playbillvault. 

com/Show/Detail/Cover/4765/7674/The-Childrens-Hour.  
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Fig. 9. Poster for William Wyler’s 1961 film adaptation of The Children’s Hour, 

“’Children’s Hour’ Bold and Frank and Different,” Valley Times, 1961, https://www. 

newspapers.com/image/580316955/?terms=The%20Children%27s%20Hour&match=1. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 10. An advertisement for Wyler’s 1961 adaptation of The Children’s Hour, 

“’Children’s Hour’ Has its Premiere Tonight,” Los Angeles Mirror, 1961, https://www. 

newspapers.com/image/694372021/?terms=The%20Children%27s%20Hour&match=1. 
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Fig. 11. Karen Wright (Audrey Hepburn) and Martha Dobie (Shirley MacLaine) in 

Wyler’s 1961 film adaptation of The Children’s Hour from Matthew Hayes, “The 

Children’s Hour (Web Exclusive),” Cineaste, 2014, https://www.cineaste.com/ 

winter2014/the-childrens-hour-web-exclusive.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 12. Karen (Audrey Hepburn) comforts Martha (Shirley MacLaine) in Wyler’s 1961 

film adaptation of The Children’s Hour from Tyler Coates, “Was It Good For The Gays: 

‘The Children’s Hour’,” 23 Oct. 2014, https://decider.com/2014/10/23/was-it-good-for-

the-gays-the-childrens-hour/. 
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