
the childrens hour play script

The Children’s Hour is a powerful and poignant play written by Lillian Hellman, first performed in 1934.
The narrative revolves around the destructive power of lies and the impact of rumor on the lives of two
women who run a private school for girls. The play explores themes of innocence, the consequences of
deceit, and the complexities of human relationships. It has sparked conversations about morality, the nature
of truth, and the societal pressures that shape personal identities. In this article, we will delve into the
play's background, plot, characters, themes, and its lasting significance in the world of drama.

Background of the Play

Author’s Biography

Lillian Hellman was an American playwright and screenwriter known for her sharp wit and socially
conscious works. Born in 1905 in New Orleans, she began her career in the theater during the 1920s.
Hellman was known for her strong, complex female characters and her exploration of moral dilemmas. Her
other notable works include "The Little Foxes" and "Watch on the Rhine," but "The Children’s Hour"
remains one of her most controversial and discussed pieces.

Historical Context

The play was written during a time of significant social change in the United States. The 1930s were
marked by the Great Depression, and traditional societal norms were being challenged. Issues such as
gender roles, sexuality, and the power of public opinion were increasingly coming to the forefront.
Hellman's play reflects these tensions, particularly regarding the societal views on women's roles and the
stigma surrounding homosexuality.

Plot Summary

The play is set in a private school for girls run by two women, Karen Wright and Martha Dobie. Their
lives are turned upside down when a deceitful student, Mary Tilford, spreads a malicious rumor that the
two women are in a lesbian relationship. The consequences of this lie are devastating, leading to dire
outcomes for both women and the institution they have built.



Act One

The first act introduces the main characters and establishes their relationships. Karen and Martha are shown
to be dedicated educators who care deeply for their students. Mary, a manipulative and troubled girl, feels
threatened by the affection and friendship between Karen and Martha. In an attempt to exert control and
gain attention, she concocts a story that suggests the two women are romantically involved.

Act Two

The second act delves deeper into the fallout from Mary's lie. As the rumor spreads, the school faces a
backlash from parents and the community. Karen and Martha's lives begin to unravel as they confront the
harsh realities of public opinion and the impact of the rumors on their personal and professional lives. The
emotional turmoil and the strain on their friendship become evident as they grapple with their identities
and the accusations against them.

Act Three

In the final act, the consequences of the rumor become fully realized. Martha's mental health deteriorates as
she struggles with the stigma and isolation that the rumor has caused. Karen attempts to salvage what
remains of their lives and their school, but the damage is profound. The play concludes on a somber note,
raising questions about the nature of truth, the power of deception, and the fragility of human relationships.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Children’s Hour" are richly developed, each representing different facets of society
and the struggles that come with them.

Karen Wright

Karen is one of the protagonists and embodies strength and resilience. She is deeply committed to her
students and her school. Throughout the play, Karen's character undergoes a transformation as she confronts
the repercussions of the rumor. Her journey reflects the struggle between personal integrity and societal
expectations.



Martha Dobie

Martha, Karen’s partner in the school, is a complex character marked by vulnerability and emotional depth.
She has a troubled past and struggles with her self-worth. As the rumor takes hold, Martha's mental state
deteriorates, showcasing the destructive impact of societal judgment and the internalized shame that can
arise from it.

Mary Tilford

Mary is the antagonist of the play, and her character is essential in exploring themes of manipulation and
power. Her actions stem from a desire for attention and control, reflecting the darker aspects of childhood
innocence. Mary's character serves as a catalyst for the events of the play, illustrating how a single lie can
spiral out of control.

Supporting Characters

Several supporting characters enrich the narrative, including:

- Mrs. Tilford: Mary’s grandmother, who embodies the societal norms of the time and plays a pivotal role in
escalating the situation.
- Dr. Joseph Cardin: Karen’s fiancé, who represents the male perspective and the societal pressures that
influence the women’s lives.
- Agatha: A fellow teacher who provides a contrasting viewpoint and highlights the complexities of loyalty
and friendship in the face of adversity.

Themes

"The Children’s Hour" is rich in themes that resonate with audiences, making it a timeless piece of
literature.

The Power of Lies

The central theme of the play is the destructive power of lies. Mary's falsehood not only disrupts the lives
of Karen and Martha but also illustrates how quickly rumors can spread and take on a life of their own. The
play serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of deceit and the fragility of truth.



Societal Judgment and Stigmatization

Hellman explores the harsh realities of societal judgment, particularly regarding women's relationships.
The stigma surrounding same-sex relationships in the 1930s is palpable; the characters experience isolation,
shame, and rejection as a result of the rumor. This theme resonates with contemporary discussions about
sexuality and the ongoing struggles against homophobia.

Friendship and Loyalty

The bond between Karen and Martha is central to the narrative. Their friendship is tested by external
pressures and internal conflicts, highlighting the complexities of loyalty in times of crisis. The play
questions whether love and loyalty can withstand societal judgment and personal turmoil.

Significance and Legacy

"The Children’s Hour" has left an indelible mark on American theater and continues to be relevant today.
Its exploration of themes such as truth, morality, and the consequences of societal norms resonates with
contemporary audiences, prompting discussions about the nature of relationships and the impact of gossip.

Modern Adaptations

The play has been adapted into films and has seen numerous revivals on stage. Each adaptation brings
contemporary interpretations while retaining the core message of Hellman's work. These adaptations often
highlight the ongoing relevance of the themes in today's society, particularly in light of the LGBTQ+
rights movement.

Educational Impact

"The Children’s Hour" is frequently studied in educational settings due to its rich themes and complex
characters. It serves as a valuable resource for discussions about ethics, morality, and the power of words.
The play encourages critical thinking about societal norms and the impact of individual actions on the
community.



Conclusion

Lillian Hellman’s "The Children’s Hour" is a profound exploration of the human condition, revealing the
complexities of truth, friendship, and societal pressures. The play's examination of the destructive power of
lies is as relevant today as it was in the 1930s. Through its compelling characters and thought-provoking
themes, "The Children’s Hour" continues to challenge audiences to reflect on their values and the impact of
their actions on others. Its legacy as a significant work of American theater endures, inspiring new
generations to engage with its powerful message.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Children's Hour' about?
'The Children's Hour' is a play by Lillian Hellman that explores the devastating impact of a lie told by a
child, leading to the destruction of two women's lives and their school.

Who are the main characters in 'The Children's Hour'?
The main characters are Karen Wright and Martha Dobie, two women who run a private school for girls
and whose lives are turned upside down by a malicious rumor.

When was 'The Children's Hour' first performed?
'The Children's Hour' was first performed in 1934 and has since been a significant work in American
theatre.

What themes are explored in 'The Children's Hour'?
The play explores themes of deception, the impact of gossip, the nature of truth and lies, and the societal
attitudes towards homosexuality.

Has 'The Children's Hour' been adapted into other forms of media?
Yes, 'The Children's Hour' has been adapted into films, most notably in 1961 and 2011, as well as various
stage productions worldwide.

What is the significance of the title 'The Children's Hour'?
The title refers to the time when children are most impressionable and vulnerable, highlighting how their
actions can lead to serious consequences for adults.
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