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Introduction
Lillian Hellman and Mary McCarthy had been feuding ever since they met at a writer's 
conference at Sarah Lawrence College in 1948. In 1980, McCarthy delivered the 
cruelest blow when she declared in a television interview with Dick Cavett that "every 
word [Lillian Hellman] writes is a lie, including 'and' and 'the.'" This comment prompted 
Hellman, who was watching the interview, to bring a slander suit against McCarthy. 
Nora Ephron's play, Imaginary Friends, which opened on Broadway on September 29, 
2002, focuses on this lawsuit and the feuding that lead up to it.

Their bickering stemmed from, as Ephron notes in her introduction to the play, 
"McCarthy's love of the truth�which she turned into a religion�and . . . Hellman's way 
with a story, which she turned into a pathology." In Imaginary Friends, Ephron imagines 
a final meeting between the two women, in Hell, as they assess their lives and their 
antagonistic relationship through a series of razor-sharp verbal attacks on each other. 
Lisa D. Horowitz, in her review of the play for Variety, writes that Ephron's Hellman and 
McCarthy "prove, quite entertainingly, that they are each other's own special hell."
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Author Biography
Nora Ephron was born on the Upper West Side of Manhattan on May 19, 1941 to Henry
and Phoebe Ephron, prominent screenwriters of such classic films as Daddy Long Legs,
Desk Set, and Carousel. The family moved to Beverly Hills when Nora was three years 
old, thus exposing her to Hollywood and setting the scene for her career in 
screenwriting. Ephron was raised in a family that valued verbal jousting. In an article 
from Vanity Fair, Nora's sister commented that their nightly dinner table resembled the 
Algonquin Round Table. Ephron's finely honed verbal skills became one of the most 
popular characteristics of her written work.

Ephron graduated from Wellesley College in 1962 with a degree in journalism. She 
used this degree to get work as an assignment reporter for The New York Post and as 
an essayist for Esquire and New York magazines. During this time, she authored three 
books, Scribble, Scribble, Crazy Salad, and Wallflower at the Orgy, that were filled with 
her observations of human relationships. In 1983, Ephron wrote the bestselling novel 
Heartburn, a satire of her failed marriage to Watergate journalist Carl Bernstein. 
Heartburn was later made into a film starring Meryl Streep and Jack Nicholson and won 
Ephron her first Academy Award Nomination.

Ephron began writing screenplays as a way to support herself and her two sons, Jacob 
and Max, after her divorce. Her first screenplay Silkwood (1983) won an Academy 
Award Nomination for best original screenplay. In 1987, she married Nicholas Pileggi, 
journalist and screenwriter of Goodfellas and Casino. In 1989, When Harry Met Sally, 
Epron's most popular screenplay, was awarded an Academy Award for Best Script. In 
1993, Sleepless in Seattle was released, which won Ephron another Academy Award 
for best script. Ephron also co-authored screenplays for the films Michael, Mixed Nuts 
and You've Got Mail.

As Ephron observed her parents and friends' screenwriting careers, which were 
effectively over by the time they turned 50, she decided to get involved in writing plays 
and directing films. Ephron began her directing career in 1992 with This Is My Life and 
her playwriting career with Imaginary Friends. Ephron is an active member of the 
Writers Guild of America, the Authors Guild, the Directors Guild of America, and the 
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.
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Plot Summary

Act 1

The play opens on a bare stage where two women, Lillian Hellman and Mary McCarthy, 
are smoking. They try to recall if they had ever met, but soon admit that they were both 
at Sarah Lawrence College in 1948, when the two were invited to a writers' conference 
there. McCarthy remembers being incensed at what she considered Hellman's lies 
about the Spanish civil war. She interrupted and corrected Hellman, and the two began 
to argue.

Hellman shifts the focus to her speech to the House Un-American Activities Committee 
in 1952. She recalls how she refused to identify communists by insisting, "I cannot and 
will not cut my conscience to fit this year's fashions," her most famous quote. The two 
women then bicker over details of Hellman's past and discuss other female writers. 
They conclude that no one reads either of them anymore.

Their conversation turns back to their personal feud, which culminated in Hellman 
bringing a slander suit against McCarthy for declaring in a television interview with Dick 
Cavett that Hellman likens their situation to a story about two U-boats who engage in 
battle.

The next scene jumps to Hellman's childhood in New Orleans. Hellman plays herself as 
a child and reminisces about her happy experiences growing up. When she sees her 
father in a passionate embrace with Fizzy, a young neighbor, she falls out of the tree 
she had been climbing. Her nurse Sophronia comforts her and extracts a promise that 
she will tell no one about her father's indiscretion.

The scene changes to Minneapolis, where McCarthy and her siblings moved after her 
parents died. McCarthy recalls that no one actually ever told them the truth about her 
parents' death. They were sent to live with a great-aunt and her new husband, Uncle 
Myers, who physically abused her.

The action shifts to a nightclub in New York, where Hellman and McCarthy, both in their 
late twenties, sit drinking at the bar. In brief phrases, each begins to recant the details of
her history up to that point, revealing that their lives have been remarkably similar. They 
begin to argue when Hellman insists that she had sex with Philip Rahv, McCarthy's 
lover. They each admit wanting one thing the other had, McCarthy has beauty and 
Hellman has wealth.

Hellman tries to compensate for her lack of beauty with the fact of her relationship with 
the writer Dashiell Hammett, which she romanticizes in glowing detail. McCarthy insists 
Hellman's vision of him is a figment of her imagination, declaring, "He was just a story." 
Hellman counters with the fact that Hammett gave her a true report about two 
schoolgirls in Scotland who accused their teachers of engaging in a lesbian relationship.

5



She turned this story into her first play, The Children's Hour, which became very 
successful. Hellman admits that she liked the shocking nature of the play because it 
gained her public attention.

Literary critic and scholar Edmund Wilson comes in the bar and sits next to McCarthy, 
who discusses her reasons for marrying him and their subsequent stormy relationship. 
Philip Rahv enters when McCarthy admits that she was in love with him when she 
married Wilson. McCarthy and Rahv spar over class issues. After a prolonged 
argument, McCarthy insists that they were "incredibly happy."

McCarthy's reasons for marrying Wilson are not clear. McCarthy tells Hellman that it is 
odd that the two women "might never have become real writers" if they had not had 
relationships with older men. The two compliment each other's work. They then begin 
discussing their differing political positions and their activities during the cold war years, 
including Hellman's famous statement to the House Un-American Activities Committee.

The scene then shifts back to their meeting at Sarah Lawrence. They try to get the 
details straight but can agree on little. McCarthy accuses Hellman of lying about writer 
John Dos Passos' political activities. They continue to bicker about what happened and 
then wonder if they could have ever been friends. The first act ends with the 
appearance of Muriel Gardiner.

Act 2

The two women carry their dolls on stage and sing a song about imaginary friends to 
them. The scene then depicts a moment in McCarthy's past when she was beaten by 
her uncle. Hellman hears her screams, breaks down the door and rescues her. The two 
women then climb up Hellman's fig tree and hide. When Hellman announces that she 
has saved McCarthy, the latter gets angry, insisting that Hellman is always "trying to 
take over." Mary then falls out of the tree.

Two characters, Fact and Fiction, appear and sing. The scene then shifts to 1963 after 
the two women have become famous authors. They discuss their careers as they 
verbally jab at each other. After Hellman notes that she remained in the public eye while
McCarthy's star faded, she becomes surrounded by interviewers asking about her 
childhood and especially about her story "Julia," which was made into a successful film. 
Hellman becomes upset when remembering the story, which she says was based on 
her relationship with a woman who was working for the anti-Nazi movement during 
World War II.

One of the reporters talks with McCarthy, telling her all the famous stories about 
Hellman. McCarthy starts to rehash all of the encounters the two of them have had, and 
includes her comment to Dick Cavett, which is all recorded by the interviewer.

The scene shifts to New York, where McCarthy is talking to her college friend Abby 
Kaiser about her upcoming interview with Dick Cavett. They discuss whether or not 
McCarthy should use the line about Hellman being a liar that she had told to a French 
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reporter. The two plan how she can casually insert the line so it will appear 
spontaneous.

In the next scene, Hellman watches McCarthy's interview with Cavett, which soon cuts 
to McCarthy being served with a summons. Then the action returns to New Orleans, 
where Hellman and McCarthy sit in the fig tree, staging Hellman's memories of her 
father's affair with Fizzy. When Mary takes over the scene, she has Fizzy criticize 
Hellman. The two women begin to fight and fall out of the tree.

In the final scene, the two women are older, looking back on the trial, noting how much 
publicity it got. Some of the figures involved, including lawyers and reporters, make brief
appearances. McCarthy's lawyer tries to get her to retract or soften her statement about 
Hellman, but she refuses.

Mary calls Muriel Gardiner, a psychoanalyst, to the witness stand, who suggests that 
she is the real Julia that Hellman wrote about in Pentimento. Hellman will not admit that 
Julia was based on Gardiner, but claims that it does not matter one way or the other 
since both women became famous as a result.

Speaking as a psychoanalyst, Gardiner begins to analyze the character of each of the 
two women. She determines that the lies told to Mary about her parents caused her to 
make "a religion out of the truth," which turned into her "blind spot." Hellman, she 
argues, was traumatized by seeing her father's infidelities and being told to lie about 
them. As a result, Hellman spent her life "telling lies and expecting to be applauded for 
it."

After Gardiner leaves, the two women discount her analyses and admit that the trial 
never took place. They argue about the motive for the lawsuit and its ultimate effect on 
the reputation of each. After each tries to viciously belittle the other, they attempt to 
leave but realize that they are "stuck together forever." They end their time on stage with
a reiteration of their essential difference: McCarthy believes in the truth while Hellman 
believes in the story.
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Characters

Muriel Gardiner

Muriel Gardiner, a psychoanalyst, is called to the imaginary witness stand in the play 
and suggests that she is the real Julia that Hellman wrote about in Pentimento. Muriel 
serves two purposes in the play: to support McCarthy's point that Hellman's story about 
her relationship with Julia is fabricated, and to psychoanalyze McCarthy and Hellman.

Dashiell Hammett

Dashiell Hammett was McCarthy's long-time companion and, she claims, lover. He 
appears as one of his characters, "Nick," in the film he wrote, The Thin Man, speaks a 
few lines, and then falls off a barstool, obviously drunk. By having him speak dialogue 
from the film, Ephron suggests that McCarthy may be right in her claim that Hellman 
had fabricated her account of her relationship with him.

Lillian Hellman

Ephron explains Hellman's devotion to fabrication through an examination of her past, 
concluding that Hellman was traumatized by seeing her father's infidelities and being 
told to lie about them. As a result, Gardiner insists, she spent her life "telling lies and 
expecting to be applauded for it." She does have a great penchant for self-promotion as 
she demonstrates with her stories about "Julia" and her relationship with Dashiell 
Hammett. At one point, during a discussion with McCarthy about top women writers, 
Hellman admits that she had included Jean Stafford only to make herself "seem open-
minded." When a scene from McCarthy's childhood appears, in which she is being 
beaten by her uncle, Hellman comes to the rescue, saving her and so becoming, as she
notes, the heroine of McCarthy's story. McCarthy complains that Hellman is always 
trying to "take over."

Hellman continually tries to heighten the drama of events even as she acknowledges 
that her memory is faulty. After agreeing, for example, that she told lies to the Sarah 
Lawrence audience, she tries to recreate the scene by putting on the bracelets that 
McCarthy insists she was wearing.

Although Mary McCarthy's vicious attack against Lillian Hellman's credibility was the 
impetus for Hellman's suit against her, which becomes the main subject of the play, 
Hellman appears to be nastier and more unrelenting in her jabs at McCarthy. Hellman 
had a reputation for cruelty, which is tempered here a bit by her wit, but still causes her 
to lash out repeatedly at McCarthy. Hellman obviously feels quite competitive with her 
foe, and perhaps her acknowledged desire to be better-looking adds fuel to her attacks, 
since McCarthy is an attractive woman.
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Abby Kaiser

Abby Kaiser is McCarthy's college friend. Kaiser is sympathetic when McCarthy 
declares that her latest book is not selling well and the two women think of ways to help 
promote it. Abby supports McCarthy's decision to use the same line about Hellman that 
she told the Paris reporter, and the two discuss how to make it seem spontaneous.

Mary McCarthy

Ephron determines that McCarthy was also significantly shaped by the events of her 
childhood. Gardner insists that the lies told to Mary about her parents caused her to 
make "a religion out of the truth," which turned into her "blind spot." This blind spot 
caused her to overlook the consequences of her words, as she did in her famous 
remark about Hellman to Dick Cavett. Family, friends, and ex-lovers all tried to sue her 
after the publication of her essays and "fiction."

McCarthy experiences this blind spot, however, with the details of her own life as well. 
After an especially combative scene with her lover, Philip Rahv, McCarthy concludes, 
"we were incredibly happy." While she insists that she is a "a fanatic Trotskyite," she 
acknowledges that she became one "almost by chance," and her discussions with Rahv
and Hellman suggest that she does not have strong political convictions.

As she tries to explain why she married Edmund Wilson while she was in love with 
Rahv, McCarthy insists that she did not pursue him, that it just happened. Hellman 
points out her indecisiveness about her politics and marriage when she inquires, "what 
decisions in your life did you actually make?"

McCarthy also had a penchant for self-promotion as she notes that the shocking nature 
of her story, "The Man in the Brooks Brothers Suit," would gain her publicity. This trait 
became more evident as her popularity began to fade. Her remark to Cavett was 
spurred by her desire to promote a book that was earning her little recognition, and she 
eventually admits that the public feuding between the two women helped their careers.

Paris Reporter

McCarthy first declared that "every word [Hellman] writes is a lie, including 'and' and 
'the,'" while speaking to a reporter. When the reporter spends most of the interview 
praising Hellman and the film Julia and has little to say about McCarthy, the latter gets 
angry and tries to discredit Hellman.

Philip Rahv

Philip Rahv was the editor of the Partisan Review, a highly-respected literary journal. He
and McCarthy were lovers, and Hellman claims that she slept with him as well. He 

9



appears in one scene where he bickers with McCarthy about politics and ethnicity. 
McCarthy notes that he was "intense" and that they "waged class struggle[s] every day."
He obviously feels he has the superior intellect and criticizes her for her "bourgeois" 
habits and tastes.
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Themes

Ambition

Both women were extremely ambitious, which Ephron suggests was a necessary trait in
the middle part of the twentieth century, when not many female authors were 
celebrated, let alone recognized. Both did become successful authors, but as Hellman 
acknowledges, they "might never have become real writers if it weren't for these two 
older men who came into [their] lives at almost the same moment." Hellman suggests 
that this was the motive for McCarthy's agreeing to marry Edmund Wilson, when she 
seemed to be in love with Philip Rahv.

Hellman and McCarthy understood the power of the media and used it to keep 
themselves in the public eye. Both women made names for themselves with their 
publication of shocking stories: Hellman's The Children's Hour and McCarthy's "The 
Man in the Brooks Brothers Suit." They also admit that they played up their fight for the 
infamy it would afford them.

In a rare moment of truth, they each confess to wanting one thing the other had, 
Hellman wants McCarthy's beauty and McCarthy wants Hellman's wealth. This desire 
was one of the impetuses for their fierce competition.

Competition

At one point McCarthy insists, "it's just too easy to say that the reason women fight with 
each other is because they're jealous," but jealousy was one of the factors in their 
ongoing battle. A more important factor, though, was their ambition. There was not a lot 
of room for female authors during this period, and each wanted to be considered the 
best.

The two women compete in every scene, over artistic success, men, and public 
attention. Hellman starts the battle, as McCarthy notes that she was teaching at Sarah 
Lawrence when Hellman came to speak by pointing out that she never "had" to teach. 
Hellman remembers the students never taking their eyes off of her as she told such 
wonderful stories. After she insists that McCarthy came to her lecture to pick a fight, she
ratchets up the competition when she inquires whether it was because she slept with 
Rahv or if it was that McCarthy was jealous of her.

McCarthy retaliates in response to Hellman's complaint that McCarthy was always 
writing "mean things" about her, by admitting "I didn't write much about you." Hellman 
later is on the attack when she remembers watching McCarthy's interview with Cavett 
and declares "I was completely happy at seeing how badly you'd aged." When the two 
women discuss their political positions during the forties and fifties, Hellman insists that 
McCarthy is jealous because she and other communist sympathizers became heroes 
during the House Un-American Activities Committee hearings in 1952.
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Their fiercest jabs are thrown when they discuss each other's work. Hellman notes that 
McCarthy's best-seller The Group was "viciously reviewed" by some of her "closest 
friends." McCarthy counters with her declaration that Hellman was "washed up as a 
playwright" and so turned to memoirs. Hellman returns by declaring that no one reads 
McCarthy's essays on war. At one point, they grudgingly admit that they liked each 
other's work, but McCarthy immediately qualifies her statement that Hellman's plays 
"were so well made" by claiming, "too well made, really�there was way too much of the 
gun over the mantel in the first act being fired at the end of the play."

Ultimately, though, they acknowledge the theatrical nature of their competition. When 
they identify themselves as enemies, and Hellman quotes Goethe�"you must choose 
your enemies well," she suggests their competition has benefited both of them.
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Style

Past and Present

Ephron constantly juxtaposes present, when Hellman and McCarthy are reviewing their 
lives in Hell, with past, which focuses on the two women's memories. This structure 
helps illustrate and reinforce Ephron's focus on the tension between truth and fiction. As
each character remembers details of her past, the other inevitably joins in, exclaiming, 
"that never happened," which is usually confirmed by both. An example of this occurs 
when Hellman is discussing Julia's story, which was made into a film, and which she 
claims was based on her own life. When Jane Fonda as Hellman in Julia throws her 
typewriter out of the window, Hellman admits that it never happened. In other scenes, 
Ephron has each woman editing and staging the other's memories.

Music

Ephron places songs between scenes to enhance and comment on the action of the 
play. Sometimes she has an ensemble, used as a traditional chorus, as in the first act 
when Hellman is reminiscing about her childhood. The ensemble sings "The Fig Tree 
Rag" to heighten the fictional nature of Hellman's memories. In the second act, Ephron 
introduces two male characters, Frankie Fact and Dick Fiction, who sing about their 
"act." They admit that they "tend to tangle" at times, just as the main characters do, but 
their main point is that "fact may in fact be fiction" and "sometimes, in fact, there's fiction
too."
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Historical Context

Fascism

Fascism is a totalitarian system of government that directs the state to take absolute 
control of the lives of its people. The term was first used by supporters of Benito 
Mussolini, Italy's dictator from 1922 until his capture and execution during World War II. 
Other countries that have established fascistic regimes include Francisco Franco's 
Spain and Adolph Hitler's Germany.

Fascism emerged as a counter-force to the egalitarianism of socialism and democracy, 
which frightened many conservative Europeans at the end of the nineteenth century and
the beginning of the twentieth century. They feared that the lower classes would take 
power away from the middle and upper classes. These conservatives also feared the 
chaos and general anarchy that inevitably ensue after political revolutions. Fascists 
played on these concerns, appealing to the people's nationalistic sentiments and 
promising a return to law and order and Christian morality.

The doctrine of fascism includes the glorification of the state and the complete 
subordination of the people to it. The state creates its own absolute law. A second 
principle, that of survival of the fittest, is borrowed from Social Darwinism and applied to 
the state. Fascists use this as a justification for aggressive imperialism, claiming that 
weaker countries will inevitably fall to more powerful ones. This elitist dogma extends to 
the fascist concept of an authoritarian leader, a superman with superior moral and 
intellectual powers�borrowed from the theories of philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. This
super-leader would unite his people and carry on the vision of the totalitarian state.

World War II

The world experienced a decade of aggression in the 1930s that would culminate in 
World War II. This Second World War resulted from the rise of totalitarian regimes in 
Germany, Italy, and Japan. These militaristic regimes gained control as a result of the 
Great Depression experienced by most of the world in the early 1930s, and from the 
conditions created by the peace settlements following World War I. The dictatorships 
established in each country encouraged expansion into neighboring countries. In 
Germany, Hitler strengthened the army during the 1930s. In 1936, Benito Mussolini's 
Italian troops took Ethiopia. From 1936 to 1939, Spain was engaged in civil war 
involving Francisco Franco's fascist army, aided by Germany and Italy. In March 1938, 
Germany annexed Austria and in March 1939, Germany occupied Czechoslovakia. Italy
took Albania in April 1939. One week after Nazi Germany and the Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics (U.S.S.R.) signed the Treaty of Nonaggression, on September 1, 
1939, Germany invaded Poland and World War II began. On September 3, 1939, Britain
and France declared war on Germany after a U-boat sank the British ship Athenia off 
the coast of Ireland. Another British ship, the Courageous, was sunk on September 17. 
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All the members of the British Commonwealth, except Ireland, soon joined Britain and 
France in their declaration of war.

The Anti-Nazi Underground Movement

During World War II an underground movement emerged in Western Europe organized 
by the Allies to undermine the German war machine. In France, Norway, Denmark, 
Holland, Belgium, Italy, and Greece, Allies created fighting forces trained in guerrilla 
warfare, and supported them through airdrops and radio communications from London. 
These resistance forces, led, for the most part, by American and British-trained officers, 
conducted industrial sabotage, espionage, and sneak attacks against the enemy, made 
and distributed propaganda, and organized escape routes for Allied prisoners of war. 
These activities contributed to the defeat of Germany and the end of World War II.

The Cold War

Soon after World War II, when Russian leader Joseph Stalin set up satellite communist 
states in Eastern Europe and Asia, the "Cold War" began, so-called because no actual 
fighting took place. The Cold War ushered in a new age of warfare and fear triggered by
several circumstances: the United States's and the U.S.S.R.'s emergence as 
superpowers; each country's ability to use the atomic bomb; the communist expansion 
and the United States's determination to check it. Each side amassed stockpiles of 
nuclear weapons that could not only annihilate each country, but also the rest of world. 
Both sides declared the other the enemy and redoubled their commitment to fight for 
their own ideology and political and economic dominance.

As China fell to the Communists in 1949, Russia crushed the Hungarian revolution in 
1956, and the United States adopted the role of world policeman, the Cold War 
accelerated. In 1950, the United States resolved to help South Korea repel Communist 
forces in North Korea. By 1953, 33,629 American soldiers had been killed in the Korean 
War.

The Cold War induced anxiety among Americans, who feared both annihilation by 
Russians and the spread of communism at home. Americans were encouraged to 
stereotype all Russians as barbarians and atheists who were plotting to overthrow the 
U.S. government and brainwash its citizens. The fear that communism would spread to 
the United States led to suspicion and paranoia, and many suspected communists or 
communist sympathizers saw their lives ruined. This "Red Scare" was heightened by 
the indictments of ex-government official Alger Hiss (1950) and Julius and Ethel 
Rosenberg (1951) for passing defense secrets to the Russians. Soon, the United States
would be engaged in a determined and often hysterical witch hunt for communists, led 
by Senator Joe McCarthy and the House of Representatives's Un-American Activities 
Committee (HUAC). (In 1954, McCarthy was censured by the Senate for his unethical 
behavior during the Committee sessions.) By the time of McCarthy's death in 1957, 
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almost six million Americans had been investigated by government agencies because of
their suspected Communist sympathies, yet only a few had been indicted.
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Critical Overview
When Imaginary Friends opened on Broadway on September 29, 2002, it received both 
positive and negative reviews. Time magazine's Richard Zoglin complains that the play 
has "two acts full of distractions and gimmicks" and claims, "what this play needs is 
Roger Rewrite." Yet Lisa D. Horowitz in her review for Variety praises Ephron's focus 
and structure. She comments, "Nora Ephron's Lillian Hellman . . . and Mary McCarthy . .
. prove, quite entertainingly, that they are each other's own special hell." Horowitz adds 
that when Ephron mixes "fact with fiction in a way that would no doubt infuriate both of 
her protagonists, Ephron sticks to the broad outlines of the truth while adding drama 
and conflict to a static situation." She applauds Ephron's use of real people, which helps
"[ground] events in reality." Commenting on Ephron's inclusion of music, Horowitz 
determines that "the device works, adding depth and helping to avoid the monotony 
inherent in what is essentially a talky two-hander."

Other reviews were mixed. John Lahr, in his review for The New Yorker, calls the play 
"gleeful" and writes that it "glitters with professionalism but to almost no point." He notes
McCarthy's devotion to truth and Hellman's to story and comments, "in Imaginary 
Friends, sad to say, we get neither." Most reviewers praised the subject of the play, 
echoing Horowitz's assessment that "Ephron makes it clear she thinks these are writers 
worth reading, and worth writing about. . . . [S]he makes them pertinent to contemporary
[audiences] as well."
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Criticism
 Critical Essay #1
 Critical Essay #2
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Critical Essay #1
Perkins is a professor of American and English literature and film. In this essay, Perkins 
examines the theme of fact verses fiction in relation to art in Ephron's play.

In his article on Imaginary Friends for The Nation, David Kaufman asserts that the play 
captures our attention because of the compelling questions it raises concerning "truth 
versus mendacity, fact versus fiction." He writes that the argument Lillian Hellman and 
Mary McCarthy have over these questions points to what he calls "one of the more 
troubling developments of the twentieth century," intensified in the twenty-first: "the 
culture's growing tendency to conflate fact with fiction, both diluting and polluting our 
reality."

Ephron's exploration of fact versus fiction in the play focuses attention not on the ways 
culture dilutes and pollutes reality, but on the complexities inherent in the artist's attempt
to express reality. In her presentation of the often acerbic, always humorous 
confrontations between Hellman and McCarthy, Ephron illustrates the intricate 
relationship between art and experience.

Both women grapple in the play with the question of fact and fiction in art, but Hellman 
does so in a more obvious way. McCarthy's declaration to Dick Cavett that "every word 
[Hellman] writes is a lie, including 'and' and 'the,'" was, of course, a gross exaggeration, 
but it did have more than a note of truth to it. Hellman's most famous "lie" was her claim 
that "Julia" in her memoir, Pentimento, who, she wrote, helped fund the anti-Nazi 
movement during World War II, was based on her own experience. As Hellman's 
slander suit against McCarthy gained publicity, the identity of the real 
Julia�psychoanalyst Muriel Gardiner�surfaced. Subsequent study of Hellman's 
memoirs found other major and minor discrepancies.

In Imaginary Friends, Ephron's focus on McCarthy's statement, and Hellman's 
subsequent suit against her, illuminates the ways that fact and fiction can be 
intermingled in art. Ephron suggests that the work of art cannot be separated from the 
artist. Readers would assume a non-fiction work like Hellman's Pentimento, which 
promises to provide an accurate recording of the details of the author's life, to be 
objective. Yet, New Historicist scholars insist that it is impossible to create a truly 
objective history, that even works called non-fiction are fictional constructs, as the 
author relies on memory or someone else's accounts of the past. The author's careful 
arrangement of what are considered to be facts into a history or biography completes 
the artist's vision of reality. Through her characterization of the two women, Ephron 
argues that each author brings her own subjective vision to her experience and that 
vision forms the basis of her art.

Ephron posits, through Muriel Gardiner's psychoanalysis of the two women, that 
Hellman's penchant for fabrication resulted from childhood incidents. Hellman, she 
argues, was traumatized by seeing her father's infidelity and being told to lie about it. As
a result, she spent her life "telling lies and expecting to be applauded for it." As a scene 
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from the film is played on stage, Hellman admits to McCarthy that some of the details of 
her story about Julia were fabricated. She alludes to the fictional nature of her memory 
when, after Jane Fonda as Hellman in Julia throws a typewriter out the window, Hellman
declares, "that never happened."

Ephron illustrates the impact her father's infidelity had in a scene where Hellman 
remembers her childhood. Initially, her memories are quite theatrical. She claims, "I was
the sweetest-smelling baby in New Orleans," and comments to the audience, "you 
probably heard that about me." She tells romanticized stories of her relationships with 
the "wildly glamorous" children in the neighborhood. However, when Hellman sees her 
father embrace Fizzy, a young neighbor, she falls out of the tree. The adult Hellman 
picks her up and discovers that she is a doll, a fiction like her memories. The real 
Hellman tells of her promise to her nanny, Sophronia, to keep the truth about her father 
a secret.

Hellman's story about Julia could have also reflected her relationship with her mother, 
Julia Hellman. John MacNicholas, in his article on Hellman in the Dictionary of Literary 
Biography, vol. 7, notes that while she and her mother had opposite personalities, 
Hellman's ties to her mother were quite strong and became a focus of some of her work.

Ephron suggests that Hellman's desire for self-promotion was another impetus for the 
creation of Julia. Insisting that she was friends with the true Julia, and that she 
smuggled money to her and so made a significant contribution to anti-Nazi activities 
during World War II, made the story Hellman told all the more compelling and more 
marketable. When Muriel Gardiner speculates that she is the real Julia, Hellman refuses
to agree but claims that it does not matter one way or the other since the two became 
famous as a result. Both Hellman and McCarthy acknowledge how difficult it was for 
women to become successful writers during their careers. The two women express a 
brief, ironic note of camaraderie on this point when they agree that they were invited to 
speak at Sarah Lawrence because they were token female writers.

McCarthy also accuses Hellman of lying about her relationship with Dashiell Hammett, 
whom the latter wrote about in her memoirs. Ephron implies that Hellman tried to 
compensate for her lack of beauty with a romanticized vision of her relationship with him
when Hammett makes occasional appearances as Nick in the play, a character he 
wrote for the film The Thin Man. Hellman insists that he modeled Nick's wife Nora after 
her. McCarthy, however, argues that none of it happened and tells Hellman that her 
romantic vision of him is a "figment of [her] imagination. He was just a story."

While McCarthy continually insists throughout the play that she always tells the truth, 
she often undercuts herself. Gardiner reinforces this contradiction when she insists that 
the lies told to Mary about her parents caused her to make "a religion out of the truth," 
which turned into her "blind spot." This blind spot ironically causes her to fictionalize her 
memories. At one point, when McCarthy and Hellman are reminiscing about the past, 
McCarthy becomes quite theatrical in her declaration "we all lead our lives more or less 
in vain." When she adds that she is "trying to be brave" as she looks back on her past, 
Hellman responds with a note of reality when she insists that the two had great fun 
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while they were writing, "drinking and flirting" and that they feuded "just so people would
know who we were."

In a memory of her childhood, McCarthy creates a vivid picture of her life with her aunt 
and abusive uncle, but paints a romantic figure of her father. She tells Hellman a story 
that shows her father's heroism, but later admits it never happened.

McCarthy's truth, like Hellman's fiction, often becomes self-serving. She recalls a 
conversation with her friend about an interviewer in Paris who, she says, kept going on 
"all about dashing Lillian Hellman and frumpy me." Her remark about Hellman's lies first 
appeared in that interview, most likely as a counter to the reporter's praise about her 
nemesis. As she talks to her friend about her upcoming appearance on the Dick Cavett 
show, the two discuss how she can casually insert the line so it will appear 
spontaneous. These incidents suggest that McCarthy's fiction, which she claims is 
based on personal experience, is, like Hellman's memoirs, an intricate combination of 
fabrication and truth.

In the second act, Ephron inserts a song sung by two characters, Fact and Fiction, who 
address the complexities of the creative act. Together they sing, "when we do our 
number / it's something of an art / and now and then they even say; it's tough to tell us 
apart." In Imaginary Friends, Ephron illustrates, through the confrontations between her 
sharp-tongued combatants, that it is often difficult to separate truth from fiction in the 
process of artistic creation.

Source: Wendy Perkins, Critical Essay on Imaginary Friends, in Drama for Students, 
Thomson Gale, 2006.
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Critical Essay #2
Carter is a freelance writer. In this essay, Carter considers Ephron's discussion on the 
value of truth versus fiction.

The nature of truth in Nora Ephron's drama Imaginary Friends is illusive. The play is 
based on the real life feud of two of the most colorful literati of the twentieth century, 
Mary McCarthy and Lillian Hellman. In creating this fictional confrontation, Ephron 
shuttles the audience through the drama of both Mary and Lillian's personal lives. The 
work takes the audience from their childhood experiences to Sarah Lawrence College, 
where their rivalry began and beyond, in an attempt to make sense of a lifetime of 
contempt led by two writers. The fantastic conceit that forms the basis for the work, a 
moment in the afterlife where both Mary and Lillian meet to reopen old wounds, 
amplifies the unrealistic expectations inherent in such a reunion. Ultimately, the play 
does little to resolve their differences; rather, it questions whether the truth is indeed 
better, or stranger, than fiction.

Mary and Lillian spent time in Minneapolis, ran in the same intellectual circles, and 
enjoyed healthy writing careers; yet, they never met and managed to become obsessed
with each other's respective careers. In Ephron's production, the lives of both Mary and 
Lillian unfold accordingly. Their childhood stories begin as parallel plot lines whose 
pivotal moments come in subsequent accounts during the play. As a small child, Lillian 
observes her father's affair and is instructed by an overprotective nurse to lie, then tells 
her not to "go through life making trouble for people." Mary reveals that she was 
orphaned at a young age, forced to live with an abusive uncle who saw her as spoiled 
and undeserving, claiming, "No one told us our parents were dead. No one ever told 
us."

The stories are retold by both women several times during the play, each time a bit 
more revealing until eventually, the temptation of both writers to edit each other's work 
takes hold. In act 2, scene 1, Mary again recounts the moment of her childhood when 
her uncle punishes her for allegedly taking a small butterfly tin from her brother. As the 
scene progresses, a cheerful Lillian skips towards the house. Hearing Mary scream, she
bangs on the door before going inside to retrieve Uncle Myers, flinging him out the door.
Says Mary to Lillian, "Hey, wait a minute. It was my uncle, and my house�and my story. 
And now you're the queen of it." Realizing that in Lillian's account they are now hiding in
a fig tree, Mary exclaims, "There are no fig trees in Minneapolis."

In act 2, scene 6, a new account of Lillian's experience is retold by Mary. It begins with 
Mary chastising Lillian for telling her that the scene is "very Tennessee Williams" and 
that despite the hot day, Lillian should "lose the fan." After repeated criticism from Mary, 
Lillian exclaims, "I give up. You write the scene." Mary does indeed write it and, instead 
of coming to Lillian's rescue, she takes the opportunity to embellish on the affair 
between her father and Fizzy, injecting great romance and passion, before adding a few
less than favorable comments about her rival into the hurtful dialogue. Mary takes her 
digs at Lillian using dialogue. In Mary's version of the story, Lillian's father characterizes 
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his daughter as "that nosy child of mine." His lover asserts, "She spies on me when I'm 
getting dressed, and she tells lies, too, Max, she tells lies all the time, everything she 
says is a lie." A furious Lillian responds, leading the two in a round of childish insults, 
before both fall from a fictional fig tree.

Ephron's clever interweaving of both Mary and Lillian's stories serves an important 
purpose. Each childhood story is told in a repetitive fashion, eventually uniting both 
characters. By sharing intimate details of their own lives, the assumption naturally would
be that each writer would forge an emotional bond, bringing them closer together. To 
have both writers rewrite the script of their lives also seems to be an excellent means of 
reconciliation. Both Mary and Lillian's insights may lead to a better understanding of one
another's contributions to their longstanding battle. Ephron takes a different path, 
allowing her characters to drive the outcome of their afterlife reunion. Having these two 
writers rework the events of their lives, sometimes working with input from one another, 
sometimes turning over their story completely, reveals how bias works to further 
personal agendas. For example, Mary is offered the chance to rewrite Lillian's childhood
tale, but instead of defending Lillian, she uses the opportunity to take a few digs at her 
in an extremely vulnerable moment.

Both women retell each other's stories the way they see fit, which leads the audience to 
the conclusion that the truth about their relationship is largely subjective. Ephron may 
take license with the dialogue, but the events driving it are real, a product of careful 
research. In her introduction, the playwright concedes that when she met Lillian, she 
was initially under her spell, before revealing that the "fabulous stories she entertained 
her friends with" were, in fact, "stories." But she also came to understand in Mary "an 
intellectual and a star in a world that had a pathological distrust not just of commercial 
success but also of stars." Lillian was that star. Nor does she side with either character. 
Concludes Ephron, "How could you take sides after all? They were both wrong. And at 
the same time, they were both right."

Ultimately Ephron's reconstruction of history heightens the dance between Mary and 
Lillian, and the audience discovers that where there is passion there is fire. In scene 7, 
a fictional brush with Muriel Gardiner, psychoanalyst and model for Lillian's "Julia," 
forms the climax for the play. Mary and Lillian create a courtroom scenario, calling 
Gardiner to the stand, where she eventually analyzes the character of both writers. The 
two commiserate after Gardiner's grand exit, then argue the reason for their union in the
afterlife. The fight crescendos as the two exchange comments, sling insults at each 
other, then in a moment of burning hatred, grab each other and kiss.

This dramatic gesture serves as the climax to the play, leading to a moment of personal 
reflection with each opponent pondering what has led up to their eternal union. To 
Lillian, all of this pondering leads her to conclude, "I'm just a story. So are you. The 
question is, who gets to tell it?" Mary, however, insists that the truth and the story are 
interdependent upon one another. This is betrayed in a demand directed toward Lillian: 
"Don't tell me there's no such thing as the truth. I don't believe that." In Lillian's world, 
however, artistic license trumps the truth. She bases her stories on the lives of others 
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rather than her own, which in her estimation, makes for a more exciting story. For Mary, 
the integrity of a tale is only as sound as the facts supporting it.

The comment from Gardiner forming the basis for the play's conclusion informs the 
entire work�that the truth is indeed relative, a construct often based on the individual 
perspective rather than group conscience. Ephron, in her characterization of both Mary 
and Lillian, hits both characters with insights the audience may have, at this point in the 
work, concluded on their own. Gardiner looks to both writers, insisting she "has 
something to tell." To Mary, she says, "Someone once told you a lie, a terrible lie, so you
made a religion out of the truth." She sees this event as a blind spot for Mary, claiming 
that "you never understood how subjective and elusive and abstract the truth is�you 
simply thought that if you could prove someone was telling a lie, you'd won." To Lillian, 
she offers,

You, on the other hand, witnessed a traumatic version of a primal scene, and then you 
were persuaded to lie about it. So you spent your life telling lies and expecting to be 
applauded for it.

Ephron frames the climax around a much anticipated speech that could very well 
resolve the tension between Mary and Lillian. In this instance, self-knowledge could 
lead to self-empowerment, alleviating the need to stand on false principal and self-
righteous indignation. In this existential moment, rather than digest and embrace 
Gardiner's accurate analysis, both writers choose to turn away from it, dismissing the 
assessment as little more than "A perfect example of the limits of Freudian analysis." 
Instead, it launches them into a new round of finger-pointing. Lillian claims to have sued
Mary to shorten her life, and Mary counters with "And I'm glad I outlived you."

In Ephron's attempts to make sense out of the scenario, the playwright thoroughly 
explores key moments of each character's life, sometimes bringing them together, 
sometimes pulling them apart, sifting through both Mary and Lillian's history to make 
sense of a lifetime spent on intense hatred, with no resolution. What has transpired 
between the two writers simply is what it is. Despite a few existential moments, there 
will be no grand reconciliations, no new level of self-awareness, no final resolution, just 
two bitter women who can agree to disagree. Ephron concludes that this was the only 
logical outcome, sharing that she "could perhaps end up with something that was not 
the truth, and not the story, but something else, to begin with, a play."

A strong human component surfaces in Ephron's nonsensical fight. Her work is more 
than mere sentimental recollection; it raises questions concerning the fine line that can 
be drawn between fact and fiction and, consequently, that getting to the truth of any 
matter is, at times, challenging if not impossible. Her character study reaches to the 
very depths of human experience, of the curiosity everyone shares about the dynamics 
of human interaction and the nature of relationships. It seeks not to draw any direct 
moral conclusions about either writer but to emphasize that there is no likely conclusion 
to the story, no resolution to the conflict between these two creative divas.
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Nora Ephron's Imaginary Friends is more than an amusing play about a fictitious 
reunion that never occurred. Depictions of both Hellman and McCarthy support the idea 
that human beings are all limited, only as receptive to being taught as they are 
teachable. In a more contemporary world driven by self-help, therapy and psychotropic 
medication, there simply are no certainties in the realm of human experience. The 
meaning of truth, the nature of fame, and the value of integrity are all relative in 
Ephron's world. Happiness is relative. And of their ever being any resolution to the 
McCarthy versus Hellman battle�it depends on who is writing the story.

© Oscar White/Corbis

Source: Laura Carter, Critical Essay on Imaginary Friends, in Drama for Students, 
Thomson Gale, 2006.
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Topics for Further Study
View the film Julia, which depicts Hellman's relationship with Dashiell Hammett. Do you 
see any parallels between Ephron's Hellman and Hellman as she is depicted in the film?

Read Ephron's Scribble, Scribble and apply what she says about writing in the book to 
this play.

Do a biographical study of either Hellman or McCarthy and determine whether Ephron's 
depiction of the two women is realistic.

Research the terms Trotskyite and Stalinist and determine whether the play suggests 
that the women were true followers of these movements. Check out biographical details 
to see if they support Ephron's characterizations of the women in this regard.
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Compare and Contrast
1940s: World War II comes about in response to the rise of totalitarian regimes in 
Germany, Italy, and Japan. Over two hundred countries band together to fight their 
militaristic expansion in Europe.

Today: The United States, along with thirty-four other countries, invade Iraq in 2003. 
The initial motive for the invasion was the assumed threat of Iraq's weapons of mass 
destruction.

1940s: The U.S.S.R. emerges as a superpower.

Today: The communist system in the U.S.S.R. collapses in 1991, along with the 
Republic a few months later. Russia becomes increasingly more rigid under the rule of 
Vladimir Putin in 1999.

1940s: During the years of World War II, a strong underground movement emerges that
helps stop Nazi aggression through sneak attacks, sabotage, and espionage.

Today: Insurgents in Iraq, made up of Iraqi civilians and terrorist groups, carry out 
similar attacks against occupational forces.
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What Do I Read Next?
Ephron's novel Heartburn (1983) chronicles the dissolution of her marriage to reporter 
Carl Bernstein. She later adapted the novel for the screen.

Lillian Hellman's Pentimento (1973) is an autobiographical work that includes a story 
about a woman named Julia, a friend of Hellman's who worked for the underground 
during World War II.

Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl, published in English in 1952, chronicles the 
courageous life of its author, a gifted Jewish teenager, after she and her family went into
hiding in Nazi-occupied Amsterdam. Anne later died in a German concentration camp.

Agents for Escape: Inside the French Resistance, 1939—1945 (1996) is a firsthand 
account of a member of the French Resistance, Andre Rougeyron. He helped downed 
Allied pilots return to England through an underground network of people. He was later 
captured and sent to the concentration camp at Buchenwald.

Mary McCarthy's The Group (1963) traces the careers and relationships of a group of 
Vassar women from the time of their graduation until seven years later. This witty satire 
of American society in the 1930s follows the eight women as they struggle to live up to 
their ideals amid the general duplicity that surrounds them.

McCarthy's A Charmed Life (1955) examines a collection of people who are defined by 
their historical moment.
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Further Study
Ephron, Nora, Scribble, Scribble: Notes on the Media, Knopf, 1978.

Ephron collected here her hysterical columns and articles previously published in 
magazines like Esquire and New York.

Gelderman, Carol, ed., Conversations with Mary McCarthy, University Press of 
Mississippi, 1991.

McCarthy discusses her life and work in a series of interviews.

Griffin, Alice, and Geraldine Thorsten, Understanding Lillian Hellman, Understanding 
Contemporary American Literature series, University of South Carolina Press, 1999.

Griffin and Thorsten place Hellman's work into a historical context.

Grumbach, Doris, The Company She Kept: A Revealing Portrait of Mary McCarthy, 
Coward-McCann, 1967.

Grumbach presents an intriguing account of McCarthy's life and relationships.

Hellman, Lillian, Conversations with Lillian Hellman, edited by Jackson Bryer, Literary 
Conversations series, University Press of Mississippi, 1986.

Hellman sheds light on her writing process and the themes of her plays.

Podhoretz, Norman, Ex-Friends: Falling Out with Allen Ginsberg, Lionel & Diana Trilling,
Lillian Hellman, Hannah Arendt, and Norman Mailer, Free Press, 1999.

Podhoretz presents entertaining and insightful snapshots of Hellman's life and those of 
her contemporaries in the literary scene.

Rollyson, Carl, Lillian Hellman: Her Legend and Her Legacy, St. Martin's Press, 1998.

In an examination of newly-discovered diaries, letters, and interviews, Rollyson offers 
insight into Hellman's life and work.
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