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Mrs Parker And The
Vicious Circle

Introduction to Mrs Parker and
the Vicious Circle

The  1994  film  Mrs  Parker  and  the  Vicious  Circle
offers a captivating, bittersweet window into the world
of the Algonquin Round Table—a legendary group of
New York City wits, critics, and writers who gathered
daily for lunch at the Algonquin Hotel in the 1920s.
Directed by Alan Rudolph and starring Jennifer Jason
Leigh  as  Dorothy  Parker,  the  movie  is  not  a
conventional biopic but a moody, episodic portrait of a
brilliant yet tormented literary figure. The title itself is
a double entendre, referring both to the social circle
of the Round Table and the destructive, sometimes
vicious  patterns  of  behavior  that  defined  Parker's
relationships  and  career.  For  anyone  interested  in
literary history, jazz age culture, or the complexities of
creative genius, Mrs Parker and the Vicious Circle
remains a rich, frequently overlooked gem.

The Historical Context: The



Algonquin Round Table

Before  diving  into  the  film  itself,  it  is  essential  to
understand the real-life phenomenon it depicts. The
Algonquin Round Table was an informal gathering of
prominent New York City intellectuals, journalists, and
humorists  who  met  at  the  Algonquin  Hotel  from
approximately  1919  to  1929.  Members  included
Dorothy Parker, Robert Benchley, George S. Kaufman,
Alexander Woollcott, Harold Ross, Edna Ferber, and
many others. They were famous for their sharp wit,
cutting  repartee,  and  influence  on  American  letters.
The  group's  nickname,  the  "Vicious  Circle,"  was
coined  by  Parker  herself,  reflecting  the  competitive,
often  merciless  banter  that  characterized  their
exchanges.  The  film  captures  both  the  glamour  and
the  toxicity  of  this  environment.

Dorothy Parker: The Heart of the Circle

Dorothy Parker was a poet, short story writer, critic,
and  screenwriter  known for  her  acerbic  wit,  social
commentary, and deeply personal writing. Her most
famous lines—such as "Men seldom make passes at
girls  who  wear  glasses"  and  "What  fresh  hell  is
this?"—have become part of the cultural lexicon. Yet
behind  the  public  persona  was  a  woman  who
struggled  with  depression,  alcoholism,  failed
relationships, and a sense of inadequacy. Mrs Parker
and the Vicious Circle explores these contradictions
with  unflinching honesty,  emphasizing that  the sharp



Mrs Parker And The Vicious Circle

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Alexzander &
Ellen • Read more, learn more. • Page 3

tongue was often a defense against profound pain.

Jennifer Jason Leigh’s performance as Parker earned
critical  acclaim.  She  immersed  herself  in  the  role,
adopting Parker's distinctive voice and mannerisms,
and delivering a portrayal that is both sympathetic
and unsparing. The film gives equal weight to Parker's
professional achievements and her personal demons,
showing  how  the  same  circle  that  celebrated  her
talent also enabled her self-destruction.

Plot and Narrative Structure

The  film is  not  a  linear  biography.  Instead,  it  unfolds
as  a  series  of  vignettes,  weaving  together  scenes
from Parker's life in the 1920s and 1930s. It begins
with her early days as a writer for Vanity Fair and her
involvement with the Round Table. We see the witty
lunchtime  conversations  at  the  Algonquin,  where
jokes  fly  like  daggers  and  everyone  is  both  a  friend
and  a  rival.  The  narrative  also  follows  Parker's
tumultuous  romantic  relationships,  particularly  her
marriage  to  Edwin  Pond  Parker  II  and  her  affair  with
screenwriter Charles MacArthur (played by Matthew
Broderick and Campbell Scott, respectively).

The "vicious  circle"  metaphor  operates  on  multiple
levels. First, it describes the closed, incestuous social
world  of  the  Round  Table,  where  members  wrote
about each other, slept with each other, and viciously
critiqued each other. Second, it refers to the cyclical



nature of Parker's self-destructive behavior: drinking
to numb her pain, then writing about that pain, then
drinking  more  to  cope  with  the  vulnerability  that
writing exposed. The film does not offer easy answers
but immerses viewers in that cycle.

Key Characters and Performances

Beyond  Leigh’s  tour-de-force  performance,  the  film
features a remarkable ensemble cast. Campbell Scott
plays  Robert  Benchley,  Parker's  close  friend  and
fellow writer, whose witty, weary demeanor masks his
own  disappointments.  Matthew  Broderick  portrays
Charles MacArthur with a charming but callous edge.
Other notable performances include Stephen Baldwin
as  radio  personality  Alexander  Woollcott,  Sam
Robards  as  Harold  Ross,  and  Lili  Taylor  as  Edna
Ferber.  Each actor  embodies  a  distinct  personality,
making the Round Table feel  like a real,  breathing
community.

The  dynamic  between  Parker  and  Benchley  is
particularly poignant.  Benchley was one of  the few
people who understood Parker’s insecurities, and their
friendship was the emotional anchor of her life. The
film  shows  their  quiet  moments  of  tenderness  amid
the chaos,  suggesting that  the "vicious circle"  also
contained genuine affection and loyalty.
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Themes Explored in Mrs Parker
and the Vicious Circle

The Cost of Wit

One of the central themes is the price of being the
funniest person in the room. Parker’s wit made her
celebrated but also isolated her. She was expected to
be  perpetually  sharp,  unable  to  show vulnerability
without  being  accused  of  sentimentality.  The  film
illustrates how her humor was both a shield and a
cage. Her famous lines are delivered with a knowing
sadness, as if each punchline costs her a piece of her
soul.

Addiction and Self-Destruction

Alcoholism  is  a  constant  presence  in  the  film,  never
romanticized but shown as a slow, corrosive force.
Parker’s drinking is depicted not as a glamorous vice
but  as  a  coping  mechanism  for  depression  and
anxiety. The film also touches on her suicide attempts
and her reliance on prescription drugs, all within the
context of a social circle where heavy drinking was
the  norm.  This  honest  portrayal  makes  the  film  a
cautionary tale about the dangers of mixing genius
with self-medication.

Gender and Creativity

Parker  navigated  a  male-dominated  literary  world



where  women  were  expected  to  be  muses,  not
creators.  The  film  shows  her  struggling  for  respect,
often being dismissed as a "funny woman" rather than
a  serious  artist.  Her  relationships  with  men  are
fraught  with  power  imbalances;  she  yearns  for
partnership but often finds betrayal or condescension.
The movie asks whether the "vicious circle" enabled
her or held her back, leaving the question open.

Cinematic Style and Reception

Director  Alan  Rudolph  uses  a  deliberately  faded,
sepia-toned visual palette to evoke the nostalgia of
the  1920s.  The  camera  often  lingers  on  faces,
capturing  the  exhaustion  behind  the  smiles.  The
soundtrack  mixes  period  jazz  with  contemporary
touches, creating an anachronistic mood that some
critics  loved  and  others  found  distracting.  The  film
was not a commercial success, but it gained a cult
following for its literary sensibility and its refusal to
sugarcoat its subject.

Critics praised Leigh’s performance, but some found
the  fragmented  narrative  disjointed.  However,  for
those familiar with Parker’s life, the structure mirrors
the  scattered,  episodic  nature  of  memory  and
addiction. It is a film more concerned with atmosphere
and  character  than  plot,  which  aligns  with  its
exploration  of  creative  stagnation  and  personal
decline.
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Legacy and Continued
Relevance

In the years since its release, Mrs Parker and the
Vicious Circle has been reassessed as an important
document of  literary history.  It  has introduced new
generations  to  Dorothy  Parker’s  work,  sparking
renewed interest in her poetry and short stories. The
film also serves as a meditation on the nature of fame
and the  loneliness  of  the  artist.  Its  depiction  of  a
creative community that both nurtures and destroys
its members remains resonant in today’s literary and
entertainment industries.

The phrase "Mrs Parker and the Vicious Circle" itself
has become shorthand for any group of artists whose
relationships are both supportive and toxic. The film’s
exploration of how personal trauma can fuel artistic
expression, yet also undermine it, is a timeless theme.
For  writers  and  creatives,  Parker’s  story  serves  as
both inspiration and warning.

Conclusion

Mrs Parker and the Vicious Circle is more than a
historical drama; it is a profound character study of a
woman  who  used  words  as  weapons  and  shields,
often  wounding  herself  in  the  process.  The  film
captures the brilliance and tragedy of Dorothy Parker,
the Algonquin Round Table, and the fleeting, glittering



world of 1920s literary New York. By refusing to tidy
up  Parker’s  flaws  or  sensationalize  her  pain,  Alan
Rudolph  created  a  work  that  feels  honest  and
enduring.  For  anyone  seeking  to  understand  the
complexities of wit, addiction, creativity, and female
ambition  in  a  male-dominated  era,  this  film  remains
essent ia l  v iew ing .  I t s  t i t l e—the  v ic ious
circle—continues  to  echo,  reminding  us  that  the
people who make us laugh the hardest are often the
ones crying the most inside.


