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ABSTRACT 

From the time that Lillian Hellman appeared before the 

House Un-American Activities Committee in 1952, her life was 

changed. Shortly after this experience, the woman who has 

been called the best woman playwright in America left the 

genre of drama never to return. Instead Lillian Hellman 

devoted the rest of her life to writing her memoirs. 

The first two books, An Unfinished Woman and Penti

mento, written by Hellman in her new genre were quickly 

accepted by the reading public. However, her third volume, 

Scoundrel Time, about her experiences with McCarthyism 

brought her entire body of autobiographical work under close 

scrutiny by her critics. 

The years that have passed since Lillian Hellman pub

lished her account of the McCarthy era have left much criti

cism and many unanswered questions. In spite of all that 

has been written, Hellman remains an enigma; but her battle 

with McCarthyism remains a central issue in the study of her 

autobiographical writings. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE HOUSE UN-AMERICAN ACTIVITIES COMMITTEE 

Lillian Hellman was a rebel from a very early age. 

From the time she could walk and talk, Lillian Hellman was 

opinionated; and she thought that she should be able to do 

whatever she chose. In her childhood, the only person able 

to control the headstrong child was Sophronia Mason, her 

black nanny. Max Hellman once told his daughter that her 

downfall resulted from the fact that he had not been able to 

afford to keep Sophronia through the years. He recognized 

that the discipline of Sophronia was the only control 

Lillian had ever acknowledged (Hellman, Unfinished Woman 

11). The pattern of rebellion, developed from an early age, 

set Lillian Hellman on a trail that would lead her to the 

hearings before the House Un-American Activities Committee 

in 1952. 

America entered the first World War when Lillian Hell

man was twelve. In adolescent acts of patriotism, she and a 

friend would follow people whom they were convinced were 

German spies (Harriman 97). By age seventeen, Hellman her

self admitted that she was openly rebellious against almost 

everything. Because of her being shy and frightened inside, 

she appeared to be overproud, oversensitive, and overdaring 
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outside (Hellman, Unfinished Woman 26). 

In the summer of 1929, Hellman went to Europe. She 

decided to study in Germany for a year and lived in a uni

versity boarding house while waiting for the time to enroll. 

She became friends with students living there and liked the 

ideas of socialism that she was hearing discussed by these 

new friends. One day on a picnic she was given a pamphlet 

telling about their organization. The pamphlet was a youth 

group publication on Hitler's National Socialism. Somewhat 

flustered, Hellman left Bonne the next day and returned to 

New York (Hellman, Unfinished Woman 34). 

As time went by, there were passionate political con

victions that placed Hellman at the center of the labor 

turmoil of the 1930s, the progressive movement of the 1940s, 

and ultimately she became a victim of the radical witch 

hunts of the 1950s. Her sympathetic attitude toward Com

munist Russia seemed to dominate her political vision and 

caused traumatic consequences both before and after the 

McCarthy era. Hellman had a talent for placing herself at 

the scene of momentous political events. She was in Germany 

during the rise of Nazism, in Russia during the purge tri

als, in Spain during the civil war, and in Yugoslavia soon 

after Tito broke with Moscow (Wright 4). These facts set 

the stage for an inevitable brush with McCarthy. Lillian 

Hellman was described as a Communist almost as often as she 
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was called a woman playwright. To back up the idea that she 

was obviously a Red, accusers pointed out that she had been 

in Russia and Spain in 1937 and had published pieces about 

her trips in the New Masses and the New Republic, which were 

both questionable publications at the time. Hellman pointed 

out that she had submitted the manuscripts to other maga

zines and had been turned down. During a 1940-run of The 

Little Foxes, Hellman had a row with Tallulah Bankhead over 

a benefit performance for Finnish relief. Hellman had asked 

the cast a few months earlier to do a benefit for the Span

ish Loyalists, and Ms. Bankhead refused. Therefore, when 

the request for the Finnish benefit came up, Hellman re

fused. The battle was carried on in the press, and public 

sympathy was with Bankhead. Since Finland was being at

tacked by Russia and Hellman was opposed to Finnish relief, 

she must be a Red, critics reasoned. In 1944, Hellman went 

to Russia and stayed for approximately five months on a 

cultural exchange program. All of these facts, coupled with 

her relationship with Dashiell Hammett, who was certainly of 

questionable political affiliation, made Lillian Hellman a 

veritable target of the "Red Scare." Some people who knew 

Hellman well said that what some considered her Communist 

tendency was actually more a violent anti-Fascism and a 

strong instinct to fight for the little people who could not 

fight for themselves. She was a woman who hated to see 



4 

anyone pushed around (Harriman 99-100). 

Senator Joseph McCarthy and the "Red Scare" were 

brought to the attention of the American public because of 

hostile attitudes toward Communists and other radicals 

exhibited by politicians and the press. Most Americans were 

not, at first, deeply troubled by the mention of a red 

revolution (Griffith 6-7). However, as time passed, the 

anti-Communist movement gained momentum. McCarthy became a 

focus of the uproar over Communists supposedly holding 

Federal jobs. In February of 1950, he charged the State 

Department of knowingly harboring Communists (Latham vi). 

Once these charges were picked up by the press, the campaign 

was on. One of the solutions of the House Un-American 

Activities Committee to divert attention from its own activ

ities was to stake out an entirely new area for itself, such 

as Hollywood, while continuing to hunt also in the old one, 

the State Department. Their new field was to be Communist 

influences in the media. As a prologue, the Committee 

focused its attention on Hollywood, always good for top 

billing in the press. Newspapers, magazines, and radio would 

come later. The Committee's idea was to obtain evidence that 

motion pictures were being used by the Communists to lure 

United states citizens to Communism. The investigation, of 

course, was expected to be conducted with full regard for 

the civil rights of those testifying before the Committee, 
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or so the public was led to believe. The nation watched as 

the hearings began. The Committee commanded, and Hollywood 

performed (Andrews 108-09). Committee members asked impor

tant questions: Are there Communists who have infiltrated 

the entertainment industry and have used these positions to 

promote Communist fronts? Have these fronts furthered the 

foreign policy of the Soviet Union? Have prominent persons 

in the entertainment industry contributed certain funds that 

have financed Communist operations in the United States 

(Hess 123)? Popular acceptance of McCarthy and his Commit

tee's anti-Communist campaign is understandable in light of 

the developments that followed from the breakdown of Ameri

ca's wartime alliance with the Soviet Union and the Cold War 

that ensued (Luthin 6). 

The commotion caused by the anti-Communist campaign 

took the focus off Joseph McCarthy as a person. Americans 

had been brought up on fictional tales of foreign spies. 

Secret agent dramas could be heard almost nightly on radio. 

Further, spy-thriller movies enjoyed a high box-office 

appeal. The public enthusiasm for cloak-and-dagger adventure 

was never more prominent that in 1950 when there appeared on 

the scene Senator Joe McCarthy, counter-spy (Anderson 196). 

Joe McCarthy was, in reality, rude, ruthless and fanatical. 

He lacked any sense of decency and was a master of demago

gery. He reflected a mood of hysteria among the electorate 
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and was himself frenzied while generating frenzy in others. 

McCarthy did not play politics according to the rules of the 

game understood by Americans. His conduct was unbecoming 

for a Senator and a citizen. He browbeat witnesses; he took 

advantage of his senatorial immunity in order to blacken the 

reputations and assassinate the character of innocent per

sons. He was also a fraud. He never uncovered a single 

Communist in his entire career (Goodman, The Committee 314). 

Almost from the beginning of his association with the House 

Un-American Activities Committee, McCarthy used his power to 

attack the Eisenhower administration, just as he had used it 

against the Truman administration. By 1953, McCarthy was 

being compared to the late Senator Huey Long, whose presi

dential aspirations had led him into an attempt to destroy 

the Democratic Party. McCarthy had no qualms at all about 

splitting the Republican Party to feed his insatiable hunger 

for power (Luthin 10). What kind of man could be called a 

crusader by some and a witch hunter by others? Newsmen 

voted McCarthy as the "worst Senator of all 96," yet his 

power frightened and silenced many of his colleagues. It is 

interesting to note that his name entered the language in 

the word "McCarthyism" which came to mean the practice of 

making accusations of disloyalty, especially of pro-Commu

nist activity, often unsupported or based on doubtful evi

dence (Anderson 3). Joe McCarthy lumped all his victims 
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under the same label, "Red." Many were totally innocent of 

even the taint of Communism. Some had, perhaps, been col

ored with a pink tinge of Marxist ideology. Others were 

perhaps actual card carriers, but McCarthy was never able to 

prove a charge on anyone. However, it did not matter to Joe 

McCarthy whether or not he could prove his case against a 

victim. He simply moved on to the next. The words "disloy

al," "Communist," and "traitor" were very familiar expres

sions of Joseph McCarthy. He hurled these words around with 

reckless disregard while denying that he was hurting inno

cent people (Anderson 211). 

In light of what we know about Joseph McCarthy, it is 

not surprising that some people subpoenaed by the Committee 

committed suicide either before or after their appearance. 

Others saw their careers, personal lives, or both destroyed 

because of what could often be described as youthful indis

cretion. still others came before the Committee and divul

ged the "names" the Committee was so intent on obtaining. 

Some did so in the name of good conscience and patriotism 

Others did so, not so much to clear their consciences, but 

to save their careers. In Hollywood, it soon became appar

ent that it was more beneficial to stay off the blacklist 

rather than to be added to the Red list (Hughes 411). The 

Committee seemed to enjoy dealing with big-name personali

ties who had never been Party members but had given their 
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money and their names over the years to causes sponsored by 

the Communists. These people were particularly vulnerable. 

They could not resist the Committee without ruining their 

own careers and could not cooperate without making them

selves out to have been fools {Goodman, The Committee 320). 

A witness before the Committee was not allowed even the 

rights of a witness before a court of law. Reports present

ed by the Committee were not complete verbatim reports of 

the testimony. In most cases, the goal of the Committee 

seemed to be to issue a charge of contempt of court rather 

than to collect information that would be useful in the 

combat of any infiltration of Communism {Beck 36). As time 

went on, the Committee's Hollywood investigation became more 

of a confessional for the repentant than a search for the 

guilty {Kempton, Part of Our Time 209). The heads of the 

motion picture studio industry were almost jubilant because 

the Committee was more interested in names than in films. 

They publicly disassociated themselves from any witness who 

invoked the Fifth Amendment in the hearings. By making such 

a statement, these individuals were taking a stand, not so 

much against Communism, but as an all-out effort to protect 

their own fortunes. If the hearings by the House Un-American 

Activities committee revealed something about the Communists 

in Hollywood, they revealed more about Hollywood itself. 

The Committee had found a field where their targets had been 



9 

created by publicity. If these stars were created by pub

licity, publicity could, and often would, destroy them as 

well (Goodman, The Committee 314-16). The House Un-American 

Activities Committee told the country that the propaganda 

machine in Hollywood had been uncovered and destroyed. Names 

were leaked to the press and published in the Committee's 

annual report to substantiate a fantastic account. When the 

ordeal was over, Hollywood remained much as it had been, 

less some 300 inhabitants. Most folks felt a certain sym

pathy for the victims. However Hollywood was used to 

plagues which carried off one's friends. It seemed just 

another misfortune of nature (Kempton, Part of Our Time 

182) . 

By the middle of 1951, no one was laughing or joking 

about the state of affairs in the United States. In the 

churches, the devil had been replaced by "The Bomb." Fear 

had become a way of life. History seemed to reverse totally 

its tides. Every day seemed to edge America closer to the 

falls. The very headlines suggested doom: the Rosenbergs 

were sentenced to death; Korea was going badly; and Joe 

McCarthy's influence was reaching its culmination (Kanfer 

142-50). The Committee's critics were constantly warning 

the people of the United States that the House Un-American 

Activities Committee would almost certainly end up denounc

ing everything as un-American that did not conform with its 
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particular bias. In fact, suggested the critics, it had 

already gone a long way in that direction (Buckley, The 

Committee 24). It was, indeed, an age of suspicion--sus

picion rooted partly in the anxiety about the Soviet threat 

to free society. It was heightened by the fear of atomic 

annihilation. The republic seemed to be haunted by two 

kinds of silence: one, the reluctance of those who had 

something to hide and two, the timidity of those who had 

concluded that it was safer to have nothing to say (Wechsler 

8) • 

As suggested earlier, that Lillian Hellman should have 

been called as a witness before this committee was to be 

expected. The record of her activity as a participant and 

defender of Communist causes was well known (Hook, "Lillian 

Hellman's Scoundrel Time" 83). In the 1930s world of Lill

ian Hellman, many people were turning toward radical politi

cal solutions; and Dashiell Hammett, her longtime companion, 

was one of them. She admitted that she went with Hammett 

several times to meetings but did not remember much about 

the meetings and thought she left after a short time. 

During those troubled times, it was of little importance to 

Hellman whether or not she signed a Party card. She had no 

way of knowing the importance that would be attached to 

those actions a few years later (Hellman, Scoundrel Time 41-

4 3) • 
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During the 1930s, a number of writers were stimulated 

by the so-called "radical" playwrights of Germany and by a 

desire to spread the gospel of Communism as understood in 

Russia. These writers formed groups dedicated to the for

mula that the drama, by exhibiting the evils of capitalism, 

should hasten the overthrow of the present bourgeois social 

order. The play of "social significance" was one of the 

most outstanding dramatic phenomena of the 1930-1940 period. 

While Lillian Hellman was never associated with any theater 

group that discussed, wrote, or produced radical propaganda 

plays, all but one of her dramatic works belong in the camp 

of the propagandists (Clark 127). This point did not go 

unnoticed by those interested in weeding out such undesir

ables from the "patriotic" American scene. Hellman once 

stated that, up to the late 1940s, she believed that the 

educated lived by what they claimed to believe, things such 

as freedom of thought and speech, and especially the right 

of each man to his own convictions. That belief was going to 

be challenged before Hellman's life was over (Hellman, 

Scoundrel Time 38). 

Prior to the time that Lillian Hellman was called to 

testify, Dashiell Hammett made his appearance before the 

Committee. For refusing to divulge certain contributions 

that he had made to the Party, he was given a prison sen

tence. He was also banished from radio. His famous charac-
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ters from Sam Spade and The Thin Man were taken off the air 

as if they too had been in some way mysteriously involved 

with the Communist Party (Kanfer 151). 

When Hellman received her subpoena to appear before the 

Committee, she was visibly shaken. After considering her 

options for a short time, she contacted Abe Fortas for help. 

Fortas agreed to talk with her, but because of commitments 

to other subpoenaed witnesses would be unable to represent 

her. He came to her home a few days later and made a sug

gestion that set Lillian Hellman apart from most other 

witnesses of that time. He indicated to her that he had a 

hunch, which was only a hunch and should in no way be con

strued as legal advice. Fortas felt that the time had come 

for someone to take a moral position before the Committee 

and not depend on the legalities of the Fifth Amendment. 

This stand would be in essence to say, "I will testify about 

myself, answer all your questions about my own life, but I 

will not tell you about anybody else, stranger or friend." 

Fortas referred her to Joe Rauh, a young lawyer that he 

thought could help her (Hellman, Scoundrel Time 51). 

After much thought and numerous discussions with her 

counsel, Lillian Hellman appeared before the inquiry in 

Washington. She explained that she was fully willing to 

talk about herself but was not willing to discuss anyone 

else. Prior to her appearance, she presented the Committee 



with the following letter, excerpts of which have been 

quoted frequently since 1952: 

Dear Mr. Wood: 

As you know, I am under subpoena to appear 
before your committee on 21 May 1952. 

I am most willing to answer all questions 
about myself. I have nothing to hide from your 
committee and there is nothing in my life of which 
I am ashamed. I have been advised by counsel that 
under the Fifth Amendment I have a constitutional 
privilege to decline to answer any questions about 
my political opinions, activities and associa
tions, on the grounds of self-incrimination. I do 
not wish to claim this privilege. I am ready and 
willing to testify before representatives of our 
Government as to my own opinions and my own ac
tions, regardless of any risks or consequences to 
myself. 

But I am advised by my counsel that if I 
answer the committee's questions about myself, I 
must also answer questions about other people, and 
that if I refuse to do so, I can be cited for 
contempt. My counsel tells me that if I answer 
questions about myself, I will have waived my 
rights under the Fifth Amendment and could be 
forced legally to answer questions about others. 
This is very difficult for the layman to under
stand. But there is one principle that I do un
derstand: I am not willing, now or in the future, 
to bring bad trouble to people who, in my past 
association with them, were completely innocent of 
any talk or any action that was disloyal or sub
versive. I do not like subversion or disloyalty 
in any form and if I had ever seen any I would 
have considered it my duty to have reported it to 
the proper authorities. But to hurt innocent peo
ple whom I knew many years ago in order to save 
myself is, to me, inhuman and indecent and dis
honorable. I cannot and I will not cut my con
science 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. 

I was raised in an old-fashioned American 
tradition and there were certain homely things 
that were taught to me: to try to tell the truth, 
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not to bear false witness, not to harm my neigh
bor, to be loyal to my country, and so on. In 
general, I respected these ideals of Christian 
honor and did as well with them as I knew how. It 
is my belief that you will agree with these simple 
rules of human decency and will not expect me to 
violate the good American tradition from which 
they spring. I would, therefore, like to come 
before your committee and speak of myself. 

I am prepared to waive the privilege against 
self-incrimination and to tell you anything you 
wish to know about my views or actions if your 
Committee will agree to refrain from asking me to 
name other people. If the Committee is unwilling 
to give me this assurance, I will be forced to 
plead the privilege of the Fifth Amendment at the 
hearing. 

A reply to this letter would be appreciated. 

Sincerely yours, 

Lillian Hellman 

(Hellman, Scoundrel Time 89-91) 

When appearing before the Committee, Lillian Hellman 

reacted in a very typical manner. She was filled with 

anxiety about the adverse personal consequences of her 

stand, yet appalled by the prospect of being a friendly 

witness. Neither at that time nor later did Hellman con

sider herself as any sort of heroine. She portrayed her 

stand as one aimed at avoiding both martyrdom and prison 

(Falk, Comment: Scoundrel Time 99). 

Neither Hellman, her attorney, Joseph Rauh, or her 

informal advisor, Abe Fortas, understood until much later 

what a brilliant strategy "plain decency and courage'' made 

against the committee. The Committee was stumped. It is 

14 
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possible that they regarded Hellman, a nationally known 

playwright, as a tough customer. After the hearing once got 

started, it did not take the Committee long to realize the 

ability of the woman with whom they were dealing. They 

questioned her for only an hour and seven minutes (Mee 105). 

Her willingness to talk openly about the extent of her own 

activities underscored the moral character of her opposition 

to what the Committee was trying to do: that is, to ask 

citizens to incriminate their friends and colleagues by 

reporting on their opinions, activities, and affiliations. 

These sorts of disclosures were against the American grain, 

and it is very possible that the Committee did not want to 

do battle against Lillian Hellman on such an issue (Falk, 

Comment: Scoundrel Time 99). The Committee could not jail 

Hellman because she took the Fifth Amendment, not to protect 

herself as she had stated in her letter, but to protect her 

friends. She was able to retain her freedom and her honor; 

however, it cost her livelihood to retain them. After her 

appearance before the Committee, Lillian Hellman was black

listed. Her income fell from $140,000 per year prior to her 

appearance to $50,000 per year, then $20,000 per year, and 

then finally to $10,000 per year. For a while, she was 

forced to take a part-time job at a department store; and 

the most crushing blow personally was that she was forced to 

sell her beloved farm ~ear Pleasantville, New York (Wolff 
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65) • 

The physical and emotional toll that anxiety about the 

hearing took on Hellman is clear in her several-day bout of 

vomiting after the session was over and her comment in 

Scoundrel Time that "for almost a year after my hearing 

before the Committee and after the sale of the farm, I have 

very little memory and only occasional diary notes." And 

later, "I have only in part recovered from the shock that 

came ... from an unexamined belief that sprang from my own 

nature, time, and place - that people would not betray 

others, that the intellectuals and artists involved in many 

of the hearings would not succumb to pressures about their 

own futures and finances" (Wagner 284). Hellman was not 

entirely happy with her appearance before the House Un

American Activities Committee. She stated: "I had really 

wanted to say: ... There is no Communist menace in this 

country and you know it. You have made cowards into liars, 

an ugly business, and you made me write a letter in which I 

acknowledged your power. I should have gone into your 

committee room, given my name and address, and walked out" 

(Mee 105). Hellman commented that for five or six years 

after her appearance when other troubles came over the 

horizon, she would wake up at odd hours of the night and 

write and rewrite versions of the statements that she never 

made to the Committee (Hellman, Scoundrel Time 52). 



The Committee never recalled Hellman to testify, and 

she felt that she was no longer of any importance to them: 
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"They were running out of headlines. By the time they 

called me in 1952, they were scraping the bottom of the 

barrel. There's no sign they especially wanted me to talk 

about Hammett. He went to jail in 1951. They already had who 

they wanted." Ultimately, Hellman felt herself a pariah 

like many others blemished by the Committee (Brady 35). 

After testifying, she felt that life had changed. There 

were many people who did not call her, but there were a few 

friends who made the point of asking her to dinner or send

ing letters. Hellman felt, though, that they often were 

worried about the consequence of being seen with her (Hell

man, Scoundrel Time 109). Oddly enough, it is not the Com

mittee that she remembered clearly many years later: "Time 

blurs a great deal, but I am as unforgiving as I was about 

those who gave no help when they knew people were innocent. 

If I meet them, and I sometimes do at parties, I say hello 

and walk away. I don't want to hear discussions of why they 

didn't help. Anyone with an interest in civil liberties 

should have spoken up. I feel more sharply about them than 

about the people on the House Un-American Activities Commit

tee" (Brady 35). It was the taunting question of the decade 

from approximately 1947 to 1956, and there are people who 

are probably still haunted by it. Many years later, Ameri-
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cans traveling in Europe could still experience related and 

accusing questions, disbelief over how America let such a 

thing happen. The question: "Are you now or have you ever 

been a member of the Communist Party" (Hughes 411)? 

Joseph Rauh, Hellman's attorney, who later defended 

other clients before the Committee, stated that he felt that 

Lillian Hellman's stand before the Committee broke the sense 

of dread that seemed to enshroud it and made it easier for 

those who followed to defy the Committee's attempts to go on 

and on ferreting out more names of alleged subversives (Mee 

105). Years after the hearing, Rauh said that there were 

three things that the Committee wanted: one, names that 

Hellman wouldn't give them; two, a smear by accusing her of 

being a "Fifth Amendment Communist," which they were unable 

to do because in her letter she offered to testify about 

herself; and three, a prosecution which they could not 

achieve because they forced her into taking the Fifth Amend

ment. All in all, Rauh felt that Lillian Hellman, in her 

own way, beat the Committee (Hellman, Scoundrel Time 109). 

In retrospect, Hellman felt saddened to admit that her 

political convictions were never very radical. She felt 

that rebels never made good revolutionaries, perhaps because 

organized action, even union with other people, was not 

possible for them (Hellman, Unfinished Woman 101). Lillian 

Hellman was not the person the Committee thought they were 
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questioning. There seemed to be quite a gap between the 

reputation and the woman. 

Lillian Hellman's brush with Joe McCarthy did not 

stifle her political feelings. Through the 1960s and early 

1970s, Hellman continued to involve herself in political and 

intellectual causes in which she believed. She was one of 

the organizers of the Committee for Public Justice, a group 

formed to prevent the excesses of the McCarthy era from 

being repeated (Lederer 17). Although she suffered a great 

emotional as well as financial burden from her appearance 

before the House Un-American Activities Committee, Lillian 

Hellman emerged, as she had been all along, an American who 

felt it her right under the United States Constitution to 

hold to her own beliefs and convictions. 



CHAPTER II 

AN UNFINISHED WOMAN AND PENTIMENTO 

With the publication of An Unfinished Woman in 1969, 

Lillian Hellman shifted her entire mode of writing. She 

began a series of memoirs that brought her renewed acclaim 

and renewed controversy that kept her in the public eye 

until her death. Hellman never again returned to dramatic 

writing and is best known among the younger generation as a 

writer of autobiography (Estrin 2). Beginning with An 

Unfinished Woman, she created and re-created a self through 

a series of four memoirs. As she grew older and changed, 

Hellman represented herself and her life in evolving per

spectives through acts of revision that she identified as 

examples of "pentimento." In her second work, Pentimento, 

Hellman began with these words: 

Old paint on canvas, as it ages, sometimes becomes 
transparent. When that happens it is possible, in 
some pictures, to see the original lines; a tree 
will show through a woman's dress, a child makes 
way for a dog, a large boat is no longer on an 
open sea. That is called pentimento because the 
painter 'repented,' changed his mind. Perhaps it 
would be as well to say that the old conception, 
replaced by a later choice, is a way of seeing and 
then seeing again. 

That is all I mean about the people in this book. 
The paint has aged now and I wanted to see what 
was there for me once, what is there for me now. 

(Hellman, Pentimento 1) 
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For all of her public visibility, Hellman was essen

tially a private person. In the memoirs we learn what she 

wants us to know about the significant events and relation

ships in her life--her psychoanalysis, the death of her 

parents, her lifelong friendships and contacts (Falk, 

Lillian Hellman 22). However, reviewers of both An Unfin

ished Woman and Pentimento have suggested that these works 

read like fiction because of their dramatic clarity and 

dialogue of conversations recalled verbatim after forty 

years. This observation is especially true in "Julia," 

Hellman's story in Pentimento with its suspenseful action 

and mythic heroine (Grossman 293). An Unfinished Woman is 

subtitled "a memoir"; Pentimento, "a book of portraits." 

But the differences in mechanical structure are very appar

ent. The first book is built as a narrative, not strictly 

chronological, but still chiefly linear in movement from 

past to present and back again, relating events and persons 

to time and to each other. The second is constructed as a 

series of portraits, each a unit, including group portraits 

and landscapes (Falk, Lillian Hellman 98). The persona is 

the same in both of these memoirs, but each book is unique 

and deserves its own analysis. The most important differ

ence between these two books is their thematic approach. An 

Unfinished woman questions and explores the occasions and 

rites of initiation, the expiation of guilt, the meaning of 
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suffering and survival--all of these in the context of a 

deepening insight into self. Pentimento seems to be thema

tically unified around the shapes of love. In the portrait 

chapters of Pentimento, Hellman ponders the nature of her 

deepest relationships to others (Falk, Lillian Hellman 103-

04). In fact, Pentimento is an orderly chronicle of a girl 

growing to maturity while trying to understand what love, 

kinship, and adulthood require (Theroux 588). The general 

progress from An Unfinished Woman to Pentimento is from the 

crowd scene to the enlarged detail. The first book moves 

across the whole field of Lillian Hellman's life and the 

second is portraits of people who mattered most to her 

(Wolff 65). These books are memoirs rather than autobio-

graphies because their concentration seems to be upon the 

ambience of the writer rather than upon the writer herself. 

Central to the memoirs of Hellman is the concept of the 

writer as a portrait painter, seeing herself and others in 

shifting lights and from varied angles. Her act of remem

bering is selective, and the result is often vague. The 

picture painted by the memoirist is, therefore, part memory 

and part imagination. The result is often speculation in 

both the writer and the reader as to which is which. Lil

lian Hellman never set out to write historical biography 

(Falk, Lillian Hellman 98-100). She often said that she was 

neither an autobiographer nor a historian. The form used in 
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these books was reminiscence. The only structural pattern 

was supplied by the memory of the writer. Hellman's aim was 

to give her feeling for a person and an insight into that 

persona (Rollyson 446). However, in An Unfinished Woman 

there are many times when Hellman's reasons for doing what 

she does are inexplicable. Her methods fit well with a 

personality motivated by passion rather than reason (Wagner 

278). When Hellman was in her 60s looking back on her mem

oirs, she was able to capture her reading audience. In An 

Unfinished Woman, Hellman was frank and honest as she went 

about juxtaposing different events in her life. She never 

attempted to charm or ingratiate herself with the reader, 

and her aversion to sham and pretense was very obvious. 

Even so, Hellman stopped just short of a full revelation 

about herself. She revealed that she had a low tolerance 

for phonies and phoniness, that she disdained the so-called 

sophisticated life, but large stretches of her life were 

shielded from view (Moody 347). The gallery of portraits 

presented in Pentimento, especially in "Julia" are unforget

table. There is a sadness in Pentimento, but little regret 

and no self-pity. Hellman survived an age that killed her 

friends and ruined her financially, but she wrote calmly as 

a survivor with her elegance intact (Theroux 488). Whether 

the accounts in her memoirs are fact or fiction as some have 

accused, their power and glamour cannot be diminished. 
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Hellman may have called herself "unfinished," but a more 

appropriate title may have been "An Unmellowed Woman" (Ansen 

73) • 

The main critical complaint about Hellman's memoirs, 

especially An Unfinished Woman, concerned the things she 

failed to mention. Some critics pointed out that since the 

theater was once so important in Hellman's life, she should 

have concentrated on her professional life instead of making 

only passing references to it. Hellman said in An Un

finished Woman, "I have had great benefits from the theater 

... but I have wandered through it as if I were a kind of 

stranger" (Hellman, An Unfinished Woman 63). This statement 

was one of her telling comments about her thirty years' 

association with the theater. This comment and the history 

of her life in the theater, like the woman, were unfinished 

(Theroux 588). Most readers expected Hellman to include 

backstage gossip and theatrical name-dropping that were 

strangely absent from her work (Falk, Lillian Hellman 99). 

In the essay entitled "Theater" in Pentimento, Hellman 

reluctantly told a little about her experiences on Broadway 

and in Hollywood while questioning why anyone would be 

interested in such things. While virtually ignoring her own 

plays and their productions, she related very clearly and 

with great detail anecdotes about other famous names of 

stage and screen (Simon 749). Missing information in these 
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memoirs about Hellman herself has become a prominent topic 

of discussion over the years. There are some obvious gaps 

in both An Unfinished Woman and Pentimento such as a discus

sion of Hellman's playwriting career, as mentioned earlier, 

and her memorable appearance before the House Un-American 

Activities Committee. This missing information has led many 

critics to question her reliability as a memoirist. When 

interviewed by Nora Ephron, Hellman was asked outright why 

she had never written about the McCarthy period and the 

blacklist. The response was that she had tried a number of 

times to write and was never able to say what she meant. 

Hellman indicated that she had tried in Pentimento to speak 

of the McCarthy era in the piece on the theater. Even as she 

tried to explain in the interview, she was not able to get 

her point across about her feelings on the subject (Ephron 

134). In another interview with Bill Moyers, Hellman was 

asked substantially the same question, "You've never written 

extensively about your own political beliefs or activities. 

And yet you say that the McCarthy era changed your life?" 

Hellman again reported that she had tried to write about 

McCarthy a number of times. She stated that she had tried 

long before she wrote An Unfinished Woman; she tried in An 

Unfinished woman, and she tried in Pentimento. Writing 

about McCarthy seemed to be something that she could not do 

at that particular period in her life. Hellman indicated 
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that she could write ten or fifteen pages and then tear them 

up as they did not have the tone she wished to achieve 

(Moyers 153-54). For some reason when writing about McCarthy 

and that era of her life, Hellman was not able to express 

herself in a manner she could accept. The obvious question 

is how can a woman who wrote so many successful plays and 

had expressed herself precisely in two memoirs be unable to 

express herself in the area of her political views? Hellman 

explained that the McCarthy era was a very complicated time. 

It was not Joe McCarthy alone that caused her such problems. 

She was hurt most of all by those bystanders who failed to 

come to the aid of their friends and co-workers. Hellman 

was clear that she felt more intolerance for the failure of 

her peers to rally together than for the campaign of Joe 

McCarthy. 

Although both An Unfinished Woman and Pentimento deal 

with Hellman's political commitments and sympathies, they 

are more concerned with her personal life (Grossman 291). 

It is possible that Hellman received such good press in both 

of these works because her political past was only alluded 

to as opposed to reviewed in great detail. However, the 

pressure of the times and her participation in the Committee 

for Public Justice pushed her into writing a memoir about 

the McCarthy era. That memoir, Scoundrel Time, is discussed 

in Chapter III. 
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Once the discussion was opened regarding details left 

out of Hellman's work, the critics seemed to come out of the 

woodwork to criticize what she had written. In short, her 

reliability as a memoirist was attacked from several camps. 

In 1981, in a Paris Review article Martha Gellhorn, Ernest 

Hemingway's third wife, contested the unflattering portrait 

that Hellman painted of her husband. Gellhorn said that 

Hellman was trying to glorify herself while making Hemingway 

and others look like fools. There was also a suggestion 

that the "Julia" episode in Pentimento was not fact. Crit

ics, both friendly and unfriendly, have raised the sugges

tion of fiction over the years. Aside from the stereotypes 

and melodrama of "Julia," there were other indications that 

the work was fictional. One indication was the strong 

similarity between the character of Julia and a woman friend 

Hellman briefly mentions as "Alice" in An Unfinished Woman. 

The growing criticism was brought home in 1983 when Muriel 

Gardiner's book about her real-life work was published and 

seemed to mirror the exploits of Julia (Grossman 290-94). 

Hellman's literary reputation felt its severest blow with 

the appearance of Gardiner's book. This book brought into 

the open that there was a real Julia who had not been a 

friend of Lillian Hellman (Wright 368). It seemed that 

besides the inconsistencies in "Julia," many other questions 

were being asked about her other published work and their 
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credibility. If this discussion of "Julia" was the only ex

ample of questioned truth in Hellman's memoirs, one might 

conclude that it was not something to shatter her credibi

lity. However, it seems that perhaps the questions over 

"Julia" were only the tip of the iceberg (McCracken 38-41). 

Once the reader perceives that "Julia" is possibly a work of 

fiction and that Hellman possibly fictionalized some of the 

other episodes in her memoirs, the pieces are read very 

differently. The works may be enjoyed as much and may allow 

one to appreciate Hellman's creative powers or the reader 

may be disillusioned and see the entire Julia incident as a 

meaningless exercise in sentimental melodrama (Grossman 

296). The minor details in Pentimento taken together are 

not trivial. They cannot be explained away by a failing 

memory. What is more important, they are not mere details, 

they are facts upon which Hellman insists. When they are 

disproved they shatter the credibility of her entire account 

(McCracken 39). However, those who sided with Hellman saw 

no problem at all. It did not seem to matter that she had 

fictionalized. Bernard Dick maintained that "Hellman was 

not aiming for factual accuracy in her memoirs; she was 

seeking the essence of events." Dick went on to attempt to 

take some of the sting out of Martha Gellhorn's attack on 

Hellman. He said, "What Gellhorn keeps forgetting is that 

Hellman is not writing history, and that what might be 
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reprehensible to a journalist might not be to a literary 

critic," implying that autobiographers need not be called on 

to tell the truth and Gellhorn's insistence on veracity was 

merely an idiosyncrasy of her profession (Grossman 297). 

Hellman said that she tried very hard for the truth in 

the memoirs that she wrote. In An Unfinished Woman Hellman 

repeatedly raised the subject of truth, although not to the 

degree she did in Pentimento. In the preface to a later 

edition of her three memoirs, Three, she said: "What a word 

is truth. Slippery, tricky, unreliable. I tried in these 

books to tell the truth. I did not fool with the facts" 

(Hellman, Three 9). In her last work Maybe, she said, "What 

I have written is the truth as I saw it, but the truth as I 

saw it, of course, doesn't have much to do with the truth. 

It's as if I have fitted parts of a picture puzzle and then 

a child overturned it and threw out some pieces" (Hellman, 

Maybe 51-52). That description certainly coincides with the 

criticism about her early memoirs. The contentions of her 

most antagonistic critics are that Hellman is a "tricky and 

disingenuous simplifier" and at worst a fraudulent liar 

(Adams 198). Talli Wyler, with whom Hellman lived months 

before she died, remarked that Hellman was so good at "over

stepping herself," at inventing details, that it was proba

bly impossible for her to separate fiction from fact. Jo 

Marshall Dashiell Hammett's daughter, also suspected Hell-
' 
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man of lying in her memoirs. She pointed .out that the way 

Hellman jumped around so much in telling the story of her 

life was a good way to cover her tracks. Her accounts 

seemed to go so fast that no one was quick enough toques

tion her veracity (Rollyson 3-4). Another "trick" used by 

Hellman and questioned by her critics was her use of dia

logue. For example, the dialogue between Hellman and Ham

mett in Pentimento is almost mythic. It is as if they saw 

themselves as Hemingway characters living out a fabulous 

Hemingway affair. It is a little hard to believe that she 

could recreate these conversations with total recall. 

Hellman became further suspect when she put very profound 

statements in her own mouth when writing about incidents 

that happened during her adolescence (Simon 746-47). 

The major charges against Hellman can be summarized as 

follows: she obscured her life by chronological interruption 

and a tendency toward reticence; she lied by omission be

cause of her elliptical style and her over-meticulous atten

tion to finishing detail; she was falsely modest and naive, 

manipulating her position in history so that her political 

faults were diminished and her personal heroism augmented; 

and she made herself look heroic by claiming to aid Julia 

when actually it is widely believed that she took the idea 

for "Julia" from another person's life (Adams 198). Hellman 

pointed out that Dashiell Hammett and Dorothy Parker were 
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the only people in her portraits that she had known over a 

long period of time. Those people who were recent acquain

tances with a short history presented gaps in the story and 

Hellman stated that she did her best to fill the gaps. She 

indicated that Julia was particularly hard for her. Hellman 

emphasized to Christine Doudna in an interview that "nothing 

on God's earth could have shaken my memory about her. I did 

finally look at whatever notes I had left, but I didn't need 

to." Hellman indicated that she remembered fairly accurate

ly what people said to her and that she was able to recon

struct dialogue very effectively (Doudna 195). Throughout 

the debate that erupted over Julia's story, Hellman's posi

tion could have been reinforced if one of her friends had 

come forward to say that they remembered Hellman talking 

about Julia in years past. No one did. Hellman herself 

could have silenced the commotion if she had simply given 

Julia's real name. She did not (Wright 371). 

In Hellman's defense it must be suggested that the 

attacks on her veracity result from the failure of the 

critics to see that the "unfinished" in her title is meant 

to suggest a work incomplete in some way (Adams 198-200). 

In one of her plays, Hellman wrote: "God helps those who 

invent what they need" (Hellman, The Little Foxes 162). One 

critic suggested that as Hellman went about reinventing her 

own past and settling scores with ancient enemies, she was 
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shrewd enough to be honest about herself. All sorts of 

personal flaws and frailties are confessed in her memoirs, 

but somehow she managed to transform them into moral 

strengths. William Wright, in his biography of Hellman, 

presented her life in sufficient detail to prove that she 

was very likely a colossal liar, chronic and perhaps patho

logical (Ward 38). Another thought is that by writing her 

own memoirs, Hellman tried to avoid something she dreaded, 

unauthorized biographies (Lederer 113). It is interesting to 

note that the public at large seems to be very receptive to 

Hellman and her writing. Her alleged dishonesty seems to 

have had no effect whatsoever. To those who valued Hellman 

as a writer, whether or not she told the documented truth 

was unimportant when compared to the overall strength of her 

work. Many of her readers had gone to her books not for 

factual reporting but for a deft and engaging discussion of 

a career, a character, and a time and place (Wright 389). 

After reviewing all of the pertinent information, the 

question remains as to why Lillian Hellman did not discuss 

her experience with the House Un-American Activities Commit

tee in either bn Unfinished Woman or Pentimento. Is it 

possible that the reality of the experience was not heroic 

enough for her inclusion and she decided to delete it from 

her memoirs? This question leads to another obvious ques

tion. When Lillian Hellman did write about her experiences 
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during the McCarthy era in Scoundrel Time, did she tell the 

truth? 

It is possible that Hellman altered the truth not only 

to enhance her public image, but also to leave with posteri

ty a portrait of the woman she would have liked to have 

been, a life she would like to have led. There is a signif

icant difference between a person who is engaged in dishon

est public relations and one who is fundamentally delusion

al. In Hellman's case she may have worked out a compromise 

with her psyche, to realize wish-fulfillment of her fanta

sies and soften painful truths by revising her history in 

her memoirs and perhaps thereby forestalling a collapse into 

psychosis (Wright 377-78). Interestingly, the part of Hell

man's past which displays the most disparity is just the 

part of her past that she feels the surest. Many of the 

facts misrepresented by Hellman are not in themselves terri

bly important. Inaccurate reporting is often seen among 

memoirists. It can certainly be suggested that the real 

issue posed by Hellman's memoirs is, if they are indeed 

inaccurate, that she has manipulated millions of readers and 

moviegoers into admiring her as an ethical model and a 

totally honest writer (McCracken 43). 



CHAPTER III 

SCOUNDREL TIME 

Lillian Hellman published her third autobiographical 

work, Scoundrel Time, in 1976. In the beginning of this 

work Hellman stated: "I have tried twice before to write 

about what has come to be known as the McCarthy period but I 

didn't much like what I wrote. My reasons for not being 

able to write about my part in this sad, comic, miserable 

time of our history were simple to me, although some people 

have thought I avoided it for mysterious reasons" (Hellman, 

Scoundrel Time 35). When Hellman was finally able to write 

about her experience with the House Un-American Activities 

Committee, she made it clear, or at least she thought she 

did, that she was not writing a history of that time. She 

saw the work as her account of her experience as an unwill

ing witness before the Committee. Actually, rather than 

being a continuation of her autobiography begun in An Unfin

ished Woman and Pentimento, Scoundrel Time seems to be a 

missing chapter from An Unfinished Woman written when she 

was finally able to confront her memories of the McCarthy 

era. Hellman must have certainly been aware that this work 

would be seen as more historical than autobiographical. 

Scoundrel Time is not so much an inquiry into the past as it 

34 
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is an exorcism of a past too painful to be forgotten. 

Perhaps Hellman wrote this book not to recall the past, but 

to put it to rest (Bromberg 123-24). In an interview Hell

man was asked if Watergate had any influence on the timing 

of her writing. She responded: "I don't know. I've asked 

myself that. This was the time when Nixon first disclosed 

what a crook he was; it's always puzzled me why people 

didn't think more about that side of him later on." Hellman 

was convinced that under Nixon America was on its way toward 

totalitarianism, and the troubled time of McCarthyism was 

"mild stuff compared to Watergate. Nixon was far more menac

ing than McCarthy ever was" (Baker 6). The question of why 

Lillian Hellman wrote Scoundrel Time and why she wrote it in 

1976 will never be answered. If Hellman herself knew the 

answer to the question, she took it with her when she died 

in 1984. 

Scoundrel Time is different from Hellman's two previous 

memoirs. In both An Unfinished Woman and Pentimento most of 

the characters were dead and Hellman could change names and 

identities of the living to protect them, if necessary. 

However, in scoundrel Time many of the people identified as 

villains were still alive and were attacked by name (Falk, 

Lillian Hellman 148). Hellman had always been a bit dogmat

ic in her value judgments, especially if she had been per

sonally offended; and she had been known to get carried away 
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by an opportunity to air an old grudge. This anger is some

times masked in sorrowful disillusionment with her old 

friends who belonged to the intellectual anti-Communist 

left, but the attack is just as sharp (Falk, Lillian Hellman 

152). Response to this attack is the basis for much of the 

criticism that surfaced after the book was published. What 

the memoir succeeded in portraying was an America under a 

kind of moral quarantine where the illness was not fatal, 

but worrisome (Dick 157). As with her other works, Hellman 

was informed by notebooks, diaries, memos, and the official 

record of the House Un-American Activities Committee to aid 

in her writing of Scoundrel Time. Even so, she insists that 

she was presenting a personal rather than a historical 

version of what happened (Adams 210). 

Scoundrel Time portrays Lillian Hellman as she was 

thinking hard about her own fears of jail, of rats, and no 

money, in an attempt to decide which principles were impor

tant enough to her to defend in spite of her fears. The 

book reveals Hellman's effort to understand clearly which 

issues were worth enough for her to pay the price of commit

ment. In her plays, as well as in Scoundrel Time, Hellman 

formulates and explores the idea that regardless of politi

cal pressures, we must not unthinkingly violate the unspoken 

rules of human decency. In 1934, Hellman dramatized these 

rules in her first play, The Children's Hour. In this play, 
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a young girl accused her teachers of being lesbians in order 

to avoid punishment for having stolen a bracelet. Even more 

indecent than the girl's frightened act is the whole commu

nity's eagerness to accept the children's stories, though 

they are shown to be improbable. This eagerness for scandal 

is one of the immoral pressures out of which the lies have 

grown. These sames kind of pressures, according to Hellman, 

caused people to make exaggerated and false accusations 

before the House Un-American Activities Committee. In The 

Little Foxes written in 1939, the plot turned around the 

villany of a family scheming against each other. The most 

evil act was merely Regina's passive participation in her 

husband's death when she refused to help him. An even more 

sinister villain than Regina is Tech in Watch on the Rhine 

produced in 1941. His corruption grew directly out of the 

passivity and cowardice of his half-commitment to Fascist 

activities. It seemed clear to Hellman that those who ig

nored moral issues were hypocrites, a group for whom she had 

little patience. Hypocrisy of this sort was Hellman's main 

target in scoundrel Time. She was angry with people who were 

dishonest with themselves and who refused to face either 

their fears or their principles, but simply allowed them

selves to slide into an easy course of action (Braun 1-3). 

Hellman may have been neither a historian nor a political 

scientist, but her book brought into focus a deep and ir-
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reconcilable conflict in America's views of history. The 

conflict was not merely between the right and the left, but 

between factions of the intellectuals on the left. It went 

back to the 1930s when news began to leak through the iron 

curtain of the crimes of the Stalinist regime in Russia, the 

purges, the mock trials, and the mass imprisonments (Falk, 

Lillian Hellman 151-2). 

The critics of Scoundrel Time have argued that the 

issue of who cooperated with the House Un-American Activi

ties Committee was much more complicated than Hellman al

lowed for in her book (Doudna 195). Hellman refused to ac

knowledge that some witnesses, whatever their fears about 

losing their jobs, were genuinely ashamed of their collabo

ration with Communists. They had been fooled by Communist 

dogma and admitted as much. This admission was just beyond 

Hellman's understanding (Rollyson 489). One focus of Hell

man's attack in scoundrel Time was the anti-Communist left. 

She specifically impugned the editors and writers of Parti

san Review and Commentary for their alleged failure to come 

to the defense of those who were questioned about their 

Communist Party activities by Senator McCarthy's committee 

and other congressional committees in the late 40s and early 

50s (Kramer 3). Hellman had not recovered from the shock of 

what seemed to her to be betrayal. She could not forgive 

the intellectuals who, in her eyes, failed their country, 
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their honor, and her. Hellman told of having dinner with 

Clifford Odets and his table-pounding bravery while stating 

what he would tell the Committee when he appeared. This 

dinner was followed by his naming names before the Commit

tee. She also tells of having a drink with Elia Kazan, 

followed by his naming names and publishing an apology in 

the New York Times. Kazan's fears for his movie future led 

to th~ story of the Hollywood producers' Waldorf meeting and 

Hellman's refusal to sign the loyalty oath then being de

manded of screen people (Lederer 130). Hellman wanted those 

craven few to step "forward to admit a mistake" (Bromberg 

124). To her, all who testified were simple villains, wor

ried about saving their own necks and their well-paying 

careers, while those who took the Fifth Amendment and re

fused to cooperate with the Committee were heroes (Glazer 

3 8) • 

When Scoundrel Time appeared on the scene, the Time 

reviewer called Lillian Hellman "a polished stylist and an 

invaluable American." Newsweek called the tone of the book 

"laconic, reserved, unfooled •.. as distinct as Orwell's." 

In National Observer, Scoundrel Time was praised because it, 

"for all its moral vigor, does not carry the weight of a 

sermon; and the reason is Hellman's own remarkable style. 

She puts down words on paper the way a woman talks who is 

sure enough of her own judgment to let its oddities show" 
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(Lederer 134). On the front page of the New York Times Book 

Review, Maureen Howard compared Hellman to Emerson and 

Thoreau and ended her praises with a reference to Camus 

(Kramer 2). Hellman's defenders on the whole did not add

ressed themselves, as her attackers did, to the actual text 

of Scoundrel Time. They have instead focused on her charac

ter and behavior (Falk, Lillian Hellman 155). It has been 

said ~hat Lillian Hellman was brave because her private 

moral code would not allow her to be anything else. She 

dabbled in racial politics and befriended Communists because 

she thought it was her right as an American to associate 

with whomever she pleased (Kempton, Witnesses 22). Scoun

drel Time portrays the results of this freedom assumed by so 

many Americans. It was inconceivable to Hellman that the 

Communists she knew could be the enemy. Yet the reality was 

that the Communists were connected to and seemed to advance 

the interests of an awesome power that was, after the defeat 

of Hitler, unquestionably the enemy of freedom throughout 

the world (Glazer 37). 

Reviews of scoundrel Time were changing from positive 

in the spring to mixed and negative in the summer and fall 

of 1976 (Rollyson 492). By the fall, Nathan Glazer had 

answered in commentary and William Phillips in and for the 

Partisan Review. Diana Trilling had her book rejected 

because of her attack on Hellman and Irving Howe had an-
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swered Hellman in Dissent (Falk, Lillian Hellman 153). The 

furor that arose over this slim volume centered largely 

around her charge that her fellow liberals had been silent 

about McCarthyism and their silence had fostered the commu

nist phobia that led directly to the Vietnam war and the 

administration of Richard Nixon (Wright 221). The condemna

tion of Scoundrel Time was slow in arriving. Except for a 

few p~evish reviews in the small periodicals, those who 

would later become so hostile to the book did not at first 

pay much attention to it. What caused alarm was its remark

able success and the growing possibility that it would 

become the accepted version of the McCarthy period. Hell

man's observations in Scoundrel Time were damaging to the 

reputations of the writers who struck back. It could not 

have been pleasant to read in a best-seller that seemed to 

be a definitive history of a period that you behaved with 

cowardice and dishonor during that period, especially when 

you were convinced you had not (Wright 325-37). 

The first obvious attack came from Harvard historian 

Nathan Glazer, who wrote an essay on Scoundrel Time for 

Commentary. At the beginning Glazer denied that the anti

communist left had been silent about McCarthyism. Glazer 

cited numerous examples of writing against McCarthy, includ

ing some of his own. He pointed out that he had written an 

article when he was a member of the editorial staff of 
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Commentary. Glazer suggested that opposition to McCarthyism 

was so taken for granted by magazines like Commentary and 

Partisan Review that the main intellectual contribution they 

could make was to examine and clarify the many questions 

surrounding the phenomenon. These periodicals would ques

tion the sources of McCarthyism, the reasons for its appeal, 

and the precise nature of the political danger it represent

ed. Glazer added that "to be forced to defend oneself in 

this way is no less demeaning than being forced to sign a 

loyalty oath" (Glazer 37). 

The argument against Hellman was perhaps best summa

rized by Sidney Hook in the British magazine Encounter. 

Professor Hook pointed out some mistakes Hellman made in 

fact and argued that she and her proponents were either 

ignorant of the past or lacking in "historical memory" of 

political crimes of Stalinist Communism, and were hoping for 

a similar lapse in memory in Hellman's readers (Falk, 

Lillian Hellman 154). Hook went on to point out that Hell

man failed to distinguish between two types of witnesses 

charged with membership before the Congressional Committees: 

those who were truly identified as being members of the 

Communist Party and those who were falsely accused. To 

Hellman, all investigations of Communist activity were a 

witch hunt. Further, Hook suggested that Hellman did not 

regard it as conceivable that one could truly and honestly 
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oppose both the Communists and Senator Joseph McCarthy, the 

Communists for what they represented and McCarthy for making 

their work easier by his irresponsible accusations and 

exaggerations. Hellman considered those who told the truth 

about their past, the "friendly witnesses," as scoundrels. 

According to Hook, she refused to believe that anyone who 

told the truth could have been genuinely disillusioned with 

Communist behavior and, as the record of Communist penetra

tion and deception unfolded, be shamed by a sense of guilt 

at having aided the Communist cause at home and Communist 

regimes of terror abroad. To Hellman the only "honorable" 

persons were those who refused to testify if their truthful 

testimony required that others be implicated. The betrayers 

were those who did testify regardless of the consequences to 

others and to themselves (Hook, Hellman's Scoundrel Time 84-

85) • 

The political Right responded predictably to Scoundrel 

Time. Hellman's former friend, Diana Trilling, was less than 

cordial to Hellman in her memoirs and Little Brown refused 

to publish the book. William F. Buckley, furious because 

Hellman received an invitation to present an award at the 

1977 Academy Award ceremonies, compared Hellman to Nazi 

Albert speer and titled his review of Scoundrel Time, "Who 

Is The Ugliest of Them All" (Lederer 135)? 

Walter Goodman, in his article which appeared in New 
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Leader, called Scoundrel Time a "self-celebrating piece of 

work" by a skilled writer. He suggested that Hellman con

vinced her reading public of her honesty by admitting mis

takes she had made and selling her courage by making the 

most of her weakness. Goodman admits that Hellman conceded 

that she made some mistakes about Communists in her time and 

she was somewhat understanding and forgiving toward those 

who made those same mistakes, while saving her abuse for the 

liberal intellectuals who did not come forcefully enough to 

her defense (Goodman, "Fair Game" 11). 

Richard Falk, writing in the Performing Arts Journal in 

1977, reviewed the most hostile criticism of Scoundrel Time. 

He suggested that it was worth noticing the coincidence of 

the similar denunciations of Scoundrel Time by Nathan Glaz

er, Hilton Kramer, William Phillips, and Irving Howe, all 

published at approximately the same time and all being more 

a political commentary than a book review. Falk further 

pointed out the spectacle on the front page of the New York 

Times regarding Diana Trilling's withdrawing her manuscript 

from Little Brown, also the publisher of Scoundrel Time, 

because it was suggested that some passages critical of 

Hellman be removed from her manuscript. Falk questioned why 

there would be such a belated outburst over the slim volume. 

He felt that Hellman was challenged because it was perceived 

if scoundrel Time were not opposed, the views of the McCar-
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thy period in the early 1950s would be those of Hellman 

instead of a truly historical perspective. Falk suggested 

that the main argument of the cold war intellectuals against 

Hellman centered on the character of the "Communist threat" 

at the time and what should have been done about it. Hell

man's indictment was largely directed at the careerism and 

weakness of those who gave in and told the government every

thing they knew, and sometimes more, even creating answers 

at times, about themselves and their friends (Falk, Comment: 

Scoundrel Time 97-98). 

In the New Criterion, Hilton Kramer stated that he 

thought Hellman had gone too far and claimed too much. Since 

the book was written in the aftermath of the Vietnam war and 

the Watergate scandal, he felt that Hellman thought she 

could get away with anything. Writing in 1984, Kramer 

pointed out that the critical responses by the likes of 

William Phillips and Diana Trilling were just the first 

round. After the allegations of fabrications and half

truths in Scoundrel Time, Hellman's entire autobiographical 

collection was reviewed for its validity. Kramer thought by 

the time Hellman wrote Scoundrel Time she was well set 

financially; she had received much praise for her first two 

memoirs and just overplayed her hand thinking that she again 

would be viewed as the heroine (Kramer 2-4). 

The more moderate attacks against Scoundrel Time 
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charged that Hellman falsely presented herself as a model of 

integrity by simplifying the complex nature of the period 

and underplaying her long commitment to Stalinism (Adams 

211). The book reopened old wounds among American intellec

tuals who objected to charges directed by Hellman at the 

anti-Communist writers and intellectuals of that time. 

Hellman defended her position in Three, the collected edi

tion of her first three memoirs, which only served to trig

ger further charges and countercharges that spread to at

tacks in the early 1980s not only on her version of Scoun

drel Time, but also of the veracity of the self-portraits in 

An Unfinished Woman and Pentimento, especially the "Julia" 

section (Estrin 15). 

The simple fact is that many of the people accused by 

Lillian Hellman in Scoundrel Time of being bystanders to 

villainy were still alive and did not take well to being 

attacked by name. For example, William Phillips noted that 

"Lillian Hellman's question as to why we did not come to the 

defense of those who had been attacked by McCarthy is not as 

simple as it appears. First of all some were Communists and 

what one was asked to defend was their right to lie about 

it" (Adams 211). These accused fought back, and some may 

still be fighting back. Their charges are based on alleged 

inaccuracies and omissions in Hellman's facts and on her 

stance as the "lonely truthspeaker" (Falk, Lillian Hellman 
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148) . 

Another criticism of Scoundrel Time was the introduc

tion piece written by Gary Wills. Evidently Hellman intend

ed the introduction to be a historical overview that she 

herself felt inadequate to supply. Unfortuntely, the whole 

volume tended to become even more slanted by his biased 

rhetoric. The introduction by Wills occupies 31 pages and 

the two parts do not seem to fit together very well. Ac

cording to Sidney Hook, Wills went further than the most 

extreme revisionist positions on the Cold War. Wills stated 

that Truman, despite his opposition to the House Un-American 

Activities Committee and to McCarthy, was the true architect 

of the Cold War. The Communists abroad were blameless, and 

the Communists at home were merely victims of a reaction to 

Roosevelt's enlightened policies (Hook, "Hellman's Scoundrel 

Time" 90). William Wright added that after Wills's breath

taking revisionism, "Hellman's narrowed focus and reserved 

tone is as welcome as the calm that follows an epileptic fit 

- and indeed that may have been her motive in enlisting 

Wills" (Wright 323-24). William Phillips commented that he 

did not understand what the essay by Wills was supposed to 

add to the book. Phillips considered the writing far below 

the level of Wills's earlier writing. He described the 

piece as ''an unfortunate example of pop revisionist history. 

Everything is reduced to a medieval morality play in which 
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progress is dressed up as a Communist, and reaction as an 

anti-Communist" (Phillips, "What Happened" 340). Perhaps 

the most scathing attack on the introduction came from 

William F. Buckley, Jr. He seemed to be appalled that 

someone would be described in the introduction to her own 

book as the greatest woman playwright in American history. 

Buckley admitted that it might be true, but went on to ask 

"Isn't that on the order of celebrating the tallest building 

in Wichita, Kansas? and Doesn't an introduction to oneself 

in such terms, in one's own book, by one's own chosen intro

ducer, interfere with the desired perception of oneself as a 

hardworking artist ignorant, indeed disdainful, of the 

outside world of power plays and flackery? and Aren't the 

auspices the most alien for making sexual distinctions. I 

mean, Garry Wills, the Last Kid, talking about the Greatest 

Woman Playwright as one would talk about the downhill cham

pion on the one-legged ski team" (Buckley, "Who Is the Ugli

est" 101). In short, there did not seem to be any praise 

for the introduction to the book. 

After the dust had settled on the great controversy 

over Scoundrel Time, one question remained unanswered. Was 

the core of scoundrel Time fact or fiction? Alfred Kazin 

said that scoundrel Time was "historically a fraud, artisti

cally a put-up job, and emotionally packed with meanness." 

He pointed out that it was very interesting that a non-fie-
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tion book should have so much dialogue, and he asked the 

question how could one person have so many "baddies" in her 

life. Kazin suggested that the answer to all of these ques

tions was that Broadway could and would re-write anything 

(Kazin 34). 

One point that has been discussed at great length was 

the statement that Hellman said was yelled by · someone in the 

gallery while she was testifying before the Committee. The 

person supposedly said, "Thank God somebody finally had the 

guts to do it." The hearing room was well staffed by the 

press the day that she testified. No mention appeared in 

any news story of Hellman's quotation of the voice from the 

gallery. In fact Joe Rauh, Hellman's lawyer, stated, "I 

don't recall it happening but that doesn't mean it didn't." 

When asked later by Hellman's unauthorized biographer, 

William Wright, Rauh responded, "I love Lillian, she has the 

courage of an ox, but her account in Scoundrel Time is not 

the way it happened" (Wright 225-30). Rauh's statements 

seemed to give a new force to the suggestion that Hellman's 

writing was not strictly fact and did contain elements of 

fiction. 

Hilton Kramer wrote that in his opinion Hellman had 

emerged from scoundrel Time as a false and self-serving 

witness. He called her a shameless liar and said that Mary 

McCarthy was only stating the truth when she said, in her 
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famous charge on the Dick Cavett Show, that "every word she 

writes is a lie." Hellman ultimately sued McCarthy for 

slander, and that suit was still pending when Hellman died. 

Kramer went on to ask the question if we are not to take 

Hellman's politics seriously and if we cannot put much stock 

in her capacity to tell the literal truth about anything, 

then what are we being asked to admire in either the woman 

or her work? Kramer answered the question himself by stat

ing that we are being asked to admire a fictional character 

which Hellman created in her memoirs and had ultimately made 

into her life. We are being asked to admire a carefully con

structed illusion (Kramer 4-5). While many of Hellman's 

political and historical arguments in her memoirs carry the 

conviction of personal example, her decision in Scoundrel 

Time to "stick to what I know, what happened to me" is 

disabling. It may seem sensible and modest, but it is actu

ally a form of blindnes that bars her from perceiving cru

cial dimensions of the event in which she played a part 

(Rollyson 13). 

Had Hellman not written Scoundrel Time, it is doubtful 

that the critics would have looked so closely at her body of 

work seeking inaccuracies. Perhaps the primary reason that 

truth became a serious question in Hellman's case is that 

she was a respected public figure writing about matters of 

more than passing importance. Hellman was offering her 
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version of one of the nation's major traumas, the McCarthy 

period; and she was casting hard judgments on both govern

mental authority and the conduct of other prominent figures. 

That took her writing out of the realm of diversion and into 

the area of history where truth is difficult enough to 

insure without deliberate alterations in the record (Wright 

390) • 

If Scoundrel Time raises more questions about Hellman's 

politics than it answers, and if many of her facts are 

debatable, it is difficult to argue with its dominant 

thrust: the McCarthy period was a shameful one for the 

United States, and Hellman faced with courage and dignity an 

ordeal she should not have been forced to face (Wright 325). 

The true value of the book is threefold. First, the 

book gives a clear idea of what it was like to be on the 

receiving end of an investigation by the House Un-American 

Activities Committee. The second is the account that we are 

given of Lillian Hellman's political development that was 

alluded to in An Unfinished Woman. It seems that Hellman 

wanted us to forgive her naivete and misjudgment and to 

respect her foresight and political judgment. And third, 

Scoundrel Time gives further information and insight into 

her relationship with Dashiell Hammett, who emerged in her 

writing as a very fascinating figure (French 635). 

Nearly twenty-five years elapsed between Hellman's 
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famous appearance before the Committee in 1952 and the 

appearance of Scoundrel Time. Taken together with both An 

Unfinished Woman and Pentimento, Scoundrel Time is the 

finishing touch on her autobiographical works. In Hellman's 

earlier memoirs the reader is always aware of the presence 

of the experiences discussed in Scoundrel Time, but these 

episodes were never mentioned. Hellman was apparently 

saving the account for her final expression when she would 

be able to finish her story. And in truth, Scoundrel Time 

has been more than just a big seller or the personal account 

of one famous woman. The book has urged the generation that 

has grown up since the Fifties to look closely into what 

really happened during the McCarthy era. 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

In all of the criticism of Lillian Hellman, both posi

tive and negative, one issue always appears to surface-

references to the anger that seemed to permeate Hellman's 

entire being. John Hersey, who was one of Hellman's closest 

friends, remembered her talking about anger. Hellman stated 

that Sophronia Mason, her black nanny, had been a very angry 

woman and had given her "anger, an uncomfortable, dangerous, 

and often useful gift." Hersey indicated that Hellman was 

basically a rebellious and angry person, and those attrib

utes were at the heart of a complex vibrancy that those who 

knew her well felt in her. Hellman was very touchy; she 

hated being physically pushed even by accident, and her 

anger grew out of control when she felt she had been dealt 

with unjustly (Hersey 26-27). Peter Feibleman, a long-time 

friend of Hellman and the executor of her estate, wrote in 

his book of reminiscences about the anger of Lillian Hell

man. He echoed Hersey in describing anger at people, situa

tions, at her failing health, and ultimately at death. In a 

graveside eulogy, Jules Feiffe said of the anger: "What made 

her angry, and continually angry, were the sorts of things 

that other people, including fellow radicals, learned to 
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accept. Not to like, never that, but to get over, to let 

pass, to live to fight another day. Lillian couldn't learn 

to get over things. She was very bad at letting things pass. 

Her toughness was a matter of pride, principle, ego and a 

hard-nosed vision of the way things ought to be, and she 

didn't mind a fight. She complained about trouble, but as 

all of us who loved her know, a sizable side of her thrived 

on it" (Feibleman 354). When one looks closely into the life 

and times of Hellman, anger is always there, sometimes in 

the background and sometimes blazing forth, but always 

there. 

Feibleman, when discussing Hellman, pointed out that 

Hellman was never pretty and in the South, particularly in 

her generation, being pretty mattered almost as much as 

being rich. He speculated that at some point Hellman looked 

in the mirror as a very young girl and decided that "her 

dance card was not going to be filled that way, and she 

would have to go her own way" and she did. It was almost as 

if she had separated herself from her physical self as a 

child and for the rest of her life she continued this com

plete separation (Feibleman 79). From a very early age, 

Hellman was very competitive, possibly as a result of not 

being a "pretty girl" and to fulfill a need to overcome what 

she considered an obstacle. Whatever the reason, whether 

catching fish or writing prose, Hellman was a very competi-
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tive person. Perhaps her lying, if indeed it is lying, can 

be regarded as a form of competition with herself and with 

others. She wanted to land the most fish and the biggest 

fish and to create the biggest and best stories. If Heming

way had Spain, the bullfights, sports and wars, Hellman had 

"Julia," the comrade she aided by traveling right into the 

heart of Nazi Germany (Rollyson 4). Somehow when trying to 

sort out the motives Hellman might have had for coloring the 

truth in her autobiographical writing, one ends up with more 

questions than answers. For instance, why did Hellman 

abandon the theater and turn to autobiographical writing? 

At the end of her life had she lost her talent for drama or 

did she just choose to stop? After such a glorious career, 

why did she turn to memoir writing? Was there a vengeance 

in her writing? Hellman's veracity would never have become 

a big issue if her truthfulness had not become the issue of 

her life by the time she died. By the time Hellman wrote 

Scoundrel Time in 1976, her memoirs had the attention of the 

American public. When she did come out with her version of 

the McCarthy era and her experiences, it only served to 

present more unanswered questions. What was the truth about 

her experience with the House Un-American Activities Commit

tee? Why did her memories differ from other people who were 

also there including her own lawyer? Did her experience 

with the Committee really ruin her life? 



After reviewing the criticism available on Lillian 

Hellman in an attempt to answer all of the questions being 

asked about her writing, I took the next step to talk with 

someone who knew her personally and might have an insight 

into the "real" Lillian Hellman. Peter Feibleman, who had 

known Hellman intimately for over thirty years and was the 

executor of her estate, agreed to talk with me and try to 

address some of the unanswered questions. 
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The first and what I considered the most obvious ques

tion was why Hellman failed to mention her appearance before 

the House Un-American Activities Committee in either An 

Unfinished Woman or Pentimento. Feibleman stated that 

Hellman had felt very strongly for a long time that someone 

should write about his or her experience with the Committee, 

but felt just as strongly that she was not that person. 

Hellman was well aware of the turmoil that such a narrative 

would cause among the critics. She realized that with her 

history of outspokenness and her political background the 

reaction of the critics against her would be harrowing. 

Feibleman was very clear in his belief that by 1976 when 

Hellman did share her memories in Scoundrel Time a series of 

strokes had interfered with her judgment. Hellman penned an 

account in scoundrel Time that in her earlier and more lucid 

days she had vowed never to write. This book turned Hell

man's earlier theories about the wrath of the press into . a 
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self-fulfilled prophecy. Hellman was not overly concerned 

through her life about what people said about her. Feible

man recounted that when he was very young Hellman told him 

that "you can't be loved by everyone." He emphasized that 

even though this position was Hellman's opinion of most 

criticism, in her right mind she would have never subjected 

herself to the critical uproar that she created following 

the publication of Scoundrel Time. 

When questioned about the truthfulness of the "Julia" 

account, Feibleman remembered that Hellman had told him the 

story many years before the writing of Pentimento. He 

stated that Hellman had cried when relating the story; and 

he was totally convinced that, regardless of what the crit

ics said, the account was indeed true. Feibleman did allow 

that it was possible that Hellman had filled in some details 

of the story that she could not remember, but that the gist 

of the story was true. 

In a discussion of Hellman, the theater and her failure 

to mention many anecdotes about those years, Feibleman 

explained that Hellman was always very serious about the 

theater. Her close friends were not theater people; she did 

not enjoy or join in on theater jokes or humor. Feibleman 

believes that Hellman stopped writing drama because she felt 

the theater had passed her by, that it had changed. She did 

not want to keep trying to write and have her work consid-
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ered old fashioned and out of date. Hellman chose to stop 

trying to compete in a genre in which she no longer felt 

comfortable. When she made the decision to stop writing 

drama, she elected to try a new medium and trained herself 

in the genre of prose. Feibleman compared this switch to a 

sculptor teaching herself to paint. With determination, 

Hellman became successful in her new career as a memoirist. 

When asked about the veracity of the account in Scoun

drel Time, Feibleman again pointed out the fact that Hell

man's thinking was somewhat clouded by a series of strokes. 

However, he pointed out that prior to her strokes, she was 

not one to seek vengeance. Feibleman explained that Hellman 

had a child's view of being hurt. She subscribed to the 

Jewish viewpoint of an eye for an eye; she was more inter

ested in balance than in vengeance. 

Feibleman closed the interview by saying that Lillian 

Hellman wrote all of her memoirs as she remembered them. 

Hellman's intent was just to offer her remembrances to the 

public, and that is just what she did. She offered nothing 

more and nothing less. 

one problem that seemed to spur on the critics was 

that, in spite of all of the controversy over her memoirs, 

Hellman herself did not answer her opponents in any valid, 

credible way. As eulogies were delivered after Hellman's 

death, they seemed to contain an unmistakable note of embar-
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rassment. There seemed to be a grudging awareness that at 

the time of her death her reputation was well on its way to 

becoming shambles. In Robert Brustein's tribute in The New 

Republic he stated: "Previously characterized by enemies as 

a fellow traveler who continued to embrace Stalinism long 

after most American intellectuals had abandoned it, Lillian 

Hellman was now being called a liar and a bully. Herself a 

victim of blacklisting, she was now thought to be engaged in 

muffling the free expression of others, leading some to say 

that she embraced the Fifth Amendment only in her own de

fense. It was a miserable epilogue to what should have been 

a respected old age" (Brustein 24). 

Although there are times in all of the autobiographical 

writings of Lillian Hellman when she is less than forthcom

ing, when she is misleading, when she seems to be almost 

mean spirited, these writings are authentic portraits of 

America's greatest woman playwright (Adams 198). Lillian 

Hellman presented her life as she saw it and told anyone who 

would listen that she was not writing history. It seems 

that it is now time for the critics to stop trying to turn 

the writings into something that they are not, never were, 

and never will be. This paper considers the question of the 

effects of McCarthyism on the autobiographical works of 

Lillian Hellman. After much research and reflection, I have 

come to the conclusion that it is a rhetorical question . . 
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There is no single answer. None of the critics of Lillian 

Hellman know the answer. And lastly, Lillian Hellman her

self did not know the answer. The important issue to remem

ber is that Hellman always felt that she was telling the 

truth as she saw it. She was fiercely loyal to the people 

she cared about, but would not cover up for them any more 

than she would cover up for herself. It is time to neutral

ize the controversy over whether every word she wrote was 

the truth. It is time to consider of the writing of Lillian 

Hellman as she meant it to be read. 
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