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Lillian Hellman The Little Foxes: A Timeless Drama of Greed and Family Betrayal

lillian hellman the little foxes is a phrase that resonates deeply with lovers of classic
American theater. This powerful play, penned by the formidable playwright Lillian Hellman,
has captivated audiences for decades with its sharp exploration of greed, family dynamics,
and the dark underbelly of the American South at the turn of the 20th century. If you’re
curious about the origins, themes, and lasting impact of this iconic work, you’re in for a
compelling journey.

The Genesis of Lillian Hellman’s The Little Foxes

Lillian Hellman wrote The Little Foxes in 1939, a time of significant social and economic
upheaval in America. The play is set in Alabama in 1900 and showcases the ruthless
ambition of the Hubbard family as they scheme to amass wealth at any cost. Hellman’s own
sharp wit and her keen eye for social injustice shine throughout the narrative.

Hellman drew inspiration from her Southern upbringing and the complex social hierarchies
she witnessed growing up. Unlike many playwrights of her era, she dared to expose the
corrupting power of greed and the moral decay beneath genteel facades. The title itself,
"The Little Foxes," is a biblical allusion referencing hidden dangers that can destroy the
vineyard — a metaphor for the destructive consequences of unchecked ambition.

Historical Context and Inspiration

Understanding the historical backdrop of The Little Foxes adds layers of meaning to the
play. The early 1900s in the South were marked by rapid industrialization, but also by
entrenched social inequalities and racial tensions. Hellman’s story zeroes in on the
merciless nature of capitalism and family loyalty, or the lack thereof.

Hellman’s own experiences with political activism and her critical stance on social issues
informed her portrayal of characters who embody greed, manipulation, and power
struggles. The play reflects the anxieties of its time while remaining timeless in its portrayal
of human nature.

Plot Overview and Key Characters

At its core, The Little Foxes is a family drama bristling with tension and moral complexity.
The central figure is Regina Giddens, a determined and cunning woman who wants to break
free from her oppressive marriage and secure wealth through her family’s business
dealings. Regina’s ambition pits her against her husband, her brothers, and even her own
conscience.



The Hubbard Family Dynamics

The Hubbard family is a web of conflicting desires and secret agendas:

Regina Giddens: The play’s protagonist, whose ruthless determination drives the
plot.

Horace Giddens: Regina’s disabled husband, representing moral restraint and
traditional values.

Benjamin and Oscar Hubbard: Regina’s brothers, whose greed and scheming fuel
the family’s destructive plans.

The tension among these characters is palpable as they plot to exploit a cotton mill for their
financial gain, regardless of the human cost involved.

Themes Explored in The Little Foxes

Several powerful themes emerge throughout the play, contributing to its enduring
relevance:

Greed and Corruption: The relentless pursuit of wealth blinds the characters to1.
ethical boundaries.

Family Betrayal: Blood ties are tested as self-interest trumps loyalty.2.

Gender and Power: Regina’s struggle highlights the limited roles available to3.
women and her bold defiance of them.

Social Class and Inequality: The play critiques the exploitative nature of capitalism,4.
especially in the South.

These themes are woven intricately into the dialogue and character interactions, making
the play a rich study of human motives.

The Impact and Legacy of Lillian Hellman’s The
Little Foxes

Since its Broadway debut in 1939, The Little Foxes has been celebrated for its sharp writing
and complex characters. It marked a turning point in American drama, moving away from



romanticism towards a more realistic and often darker portrayal of society.

Stage and Screen Adaptations

The play’s success led to several notable adaptations. The 1941 film directed by William
Wyler, starring Bette Davis as Regina, remains a classic, praised for its intense
performances and faithful adaptation of Hellman’s script. More recently, stage revivals and
television productions have continued to introduce new audiences to its potent narrative.

Hellman’s Contribution to American Theater

Lillian Hellman’s reputation as a fearless playwright was cemented by The Little Foxes. Her
ability to address social issues within gripping drama paved the way for future writers to
explore similarly challenging themes. Hellman’s work is often studied in literature and
theater courses, highlighting her influence on 20th-century drama.

Why The Little Foxes Still Matters Today

In a world where corporate greed and familial conflicts remain prevalent, The Little Foxes
offers striking insights that are as relevant now as they were over 80 years ago. Regina
Giddens’ fierce ambition and the moral compromises of her family mirror ongoing societal
struggles with ethics and power.

For contemporary audiences, the play serves both as a cautionary tale and a compelling
character study. It invites reflection on how personal desires can impact relationships and
the broader community.

Tips for Experiencing The Little Foxes

If you’re planning to watch or read The Little Foxes, here are a few ways to deepen your
appreciation:

Pay attention to dialogue: Hellman’s sharp and often poetic language reveals
character motivations and underlying tensions.

Consider historical context: Understanding the socio-economic setting enriches the
experience.

Reflect on the characters’ moral dilemmas: Think about how ambition and ethics
clash in real life.

Watch different adaptations: Comparing stage and screen versions can highlight



various interpretive choices.

Engaging with the play thoughtfully can reveal new layers each time.

Lillian Hellman’s The Little Foxes remains a testament to the power of drama to expose
human nature’s complexities. Its sharp critique of greed and family betrayal continues to
resonate, making it a vital piece of American theatrical heritage that invites audiences to
ponder the cost of ambition and the fragile ties that bind us.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Lillian Hellman's 'The Little
Foxes'?
The central theme of 'The Little Foxes' is greed and the destructive power of ambition
within a Southern family, highlighting moral corruption and the consequences of ruthless
pursuit of wealth.

Who are the main characters in 'The Little Foxes' by
Lillian Hellman?
The main characters include Regina Giddens, her husband Horace Giddens, her brothers
Ben and Oscar Hubbard, and her daughter Alexandra.

When was 'The Little Foxes' first performed?
'The Little Foxes' was first performed in 1939 on Broadway.

How does Lillian Hellman portray women in 'The Little
Foxes'?
Hellman portrays women, particularly Regina Giddens, as complex and strong-willed
individuals who challenge traditional gender roles, but whose ambition and moral
compromises lead to tragic outcomes.

What historical context influences 'The Little Foxes'?
Set in the early 20th century American South, the play reflects social and economic issues
of the time, including the decline of the Southern aristocracy and the rise of industrial
capitalism.

Has 'The Little Foxes' been adapted into other media?
Yes, 'The Little Foxes' has been adapted into a 1941 film directed by William Wyler and



several stage revivals and television productions.

What is the significance of the title 'The Little Foxes'?
The title refers to a biblical phrase symbolizing small, cunning forces that cause great
damage, representing the characters’ deceitful and manipulative behavior.

How does the character of Regina Giddens drive the
plot of 'The Little Foxes'?
Regina Giddens is the driving force behind the family's schemes to increase their wealth,
using manipulation and ambition, which propels the conflict and tragic consequences in the
play.

Additional Resources
Lillian Hellman The Little Foxes: A Timeless Exploration of Greed and Betrayal

lillian hellman the little foxes stands as a seminal work in American theatre, offering a
piercing exploration of greed, family dynamics, and moral decay. First premiering in 1939,
this drama has since become a cornerstone of Hellman’s legacy, showcasing her sharp
dialogue and complex characters. The play’s enduring relevance lies in its incisive
commentary on the corrosive effects of avarice and the destructive power struggles within
a Southern family at the turn of the twentieth century.

Hellman’s craftsmanship in “The Little Foxes” is often lauded for its intricate character
development and the way it exposes the dark underbelly of capitalism and social ambition.
This article provides an analytical overview of the play, exploring its themes, characters,
historical context, and its influence on contemporary theatre and cinema.

Historical and Cultural Context of The Little Foxes

Set in Alabama in 1900, “The Little Foxes” captures a critical moment in American history
when the South was grappling with economic change, social stratification, and the
aftermath of the Civil War. Lillian Hellman crafted the play against the backdrop of the
Great Depression and the rise of industrial capitalism, infusing it with a critique of ruthless
business practices and the exploitation inherent in the era’s socio-economic system.

Unlike other Southern Gothic works that romanticize the Antebellum South, Hellman’s
narrative strips away nostalgia, instead presenting a raw and often brutal portrait of greed
and manipulation. The title itself, derived from a biblical passage in the Song of Solomon,
metaphorically refers to the cunning and destructive nature of the play’s characters, often
likened to “little foxes” that spoil the vines, symbolizing the family’s insatiable appetite for
wealth at any cost.



Plot Overview and Character Dynamics

At the center of “The Little Foxes” is the Hubbard family, particularly the relentless and
calculating Regina Giddens. Regina’s ambition to secure her family’s financial future drives
the plot, as she conspires with her brothers to exploit a cotton mill deal, demonstrating the
lengths to which individuals will go for power and money.

The characters in Hellman’s play are morally ambiguous, embodying a spectrum of greed
and victimization:

Regina Giddens: The protagonist, whose fierce determination and cold pragmatism
challenge traditional gender roles of the period.

Horace Giddens: Regina’s weak-willed husband, representing passivity and moral
compromise.

Ben and Oscar Hubbard: Regina’s brothers, ruthless businessmen whose greed
fuels the central conflict.

Birdie Hubbard: Their sister, a tragic figure caught in the family’s toxic dynamics.

These characters’ interactions reveal complex family loyalties and betrayals, painting a
vivid portrait of a family consumed by greed and moral corruption.

Thematic Exploration: Greed, Gender, and
Morality

Lillian Hellman’s “The Little Foxes” is rich with themes that remain relevant to modern
audiences, particularly its examination of greed and the corrupting influence of capitalism.
The play scrutinizes how the pursuit of wealth can erode ethical boundaries and fracture
familial bonds.

Greed as a Driving Force

The play’s depiction of greed is unflinching. Unlike romanticized portrayals of wealth,
Hellman exposes the destructive consequences of avarice. The Hubbard family’s relentless
scheming culminates in betrayal and tragedy, underscoring the idea that the quest for
money often comes at the expense of humanity and compassion.

This theme resonates with contemporary issues surrounding corporate greed and economic
inequality, making “The Little Foxes” a timeless cautionary tale.



Gender Roles and Female Agency

Regina Giddens’ character is particularly notable for her defiance of traditional gender
expectations. In a period when women’s roles were largely confined to domestic spheres,
Regina emerges as a powerful, albeit morally ambiguous, figure who manipulates male
counterparts to achieve her goals.

Hellman’s portrayal of Regina challenges the patriarchal norms of the early 20th century,
offering a nuanced exploration of female ambition and agency. This aspect of the play has
sparked scholarly debate about whether Regina is a feminist character or a critique of
women who adopt traditionally masculine traits in pursuit of power.

Morality and Ethical Ambiguity

“The Little Foxes” resists simplistic moral judgments. The characters are neither wholly
villainous nor virtuous; instead, Hellman presents a complex web of motivations and
compromises. This ambiguity invites audiences to reflect on the nature of morality within
the context of economic survival and social ambition.

Performance History and Adaptations

The enduring appeal of Lillian Hellman’s “The Little Foxes” is reflected in its rich
performance history and numerous adaptations. The original Broadway production in 1939
was a critical success, with Tallulah Bankhead’s portrayal of Regina receiving widespread
acclaim.

Notable Stage Revivals

The play has seen multiple revivals across decades, each bringing new interpretations to
Hellman’s work. For instance, the 2017 Broadway revival starring Laura Linney offered a
contemporary lens on Regina’s character, highlighting the ongoing relevance of the play’s
themes in the 21st century.

Film Adaptation and Cultural Impact

In 1941, director William Wyler adapted “The Little Foxes” into a film starring Bette Davis
as Regina. The film version remains a classic, noted for its intense performances and
faithful representation of the play’s core themes. The cinematic adaptation helped cement
the story’s place in American cultural consciousness and introduced Hellman’s work to a
broader audience.

The play’s influence extends beyond theatre and film, inspiring numerous discussions about



gender, power, and capitalism in academic and cultural discourse.

Comparative Analysis: The Little Foxes and
Contemporary Works

When compared with other works of its time, such as Tennessee Williams’ “A Streetcar
Named Desire” or Arthur Miller’s “Death of a Salesman,” “The Little Foxes” stands out for
its sharp focus on economic exploitation within a family unit. While Williams and Miller
explore psychological and societal breakdowns, Hellman’s work zeroes in on the merciless
pursuit of wealth as the catalyst for destruction.

This focus provides a unique lens on American life during a period marked by economic
upheaval and social change, distinguishing Hellman’s play as a critical piece in the canon of
American drama.

Strengths and Limitations

Strengths: The play’s tight narrative, complex characters, and incisive dialogue
make it a compelling study of human nature and societal flaws.

Limitations: Some critics argue that the play’s dense focus on economic themes may
overshadow its emotional depth, and certain character motivations can sometimes
feel overly schematic.

Despite these critiques, “The Little Foxes” remains a powerful and thought-provoking work
that continues to engage audiences and scholars alike.

Lillian Hellman’s “The Little Foxes” endures as a masterful examination of ambition and
moral compromise. Its rich characterizations and unrelenting critique of greed ensure that it
remains a vital piece of American theatre, inviting ongoing reflection on the human cost of
power and wealth. Through its many revivals and adaptations, Hellman’s work continues to
resonate, proving that the little foxes that spoil the vines are as relevant today as they
were over a century ago.
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