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Arsenic And Old Lace
Arsenic and Old Lace: A Classic Comedy That Combines Dark Humor with Timeless Charm Introduction When it comes to
theatrical masterpieces that blend dark comedy with a touch of the macabre, few productions have achieved the enduring
popularity and cultural significance of Arsenic and Old Lace. Written by Joseph Kesselring in 1939, this play has captivated
audiences for decades with its quirky characters, witty dialogue, and twisted sense of humor. Its successful transition to the
big screen further cemented its place in American pop culture. In this comprehensive guide, we explore the origins, plot,
themes, and legacy of Arsenic and Old Lace, providing valuable insights for theater enthusiasts, students, and casual
readers alike.

Origins and Background of Arsenic and Old Lace

Joseph Kesselring: The Playwright Behind the Masterpiece
Joseph Kesselring was an American playwright and screenwriter whose work on Arsenic and Old Lace remains his most
celebrated achievement. Originally a writer of short stories and radio plays, Kesselring crafted the play as a dark comedy
that would both entertain and provoke thought about morality, madness, and societal norms.

The Play’s Journey to the Stage
- Premiere: The play debuted in 1939 at the Fulton Theatre in Brooklyn, New York. - Initial Reception: It was met with mixed
reviews but gained popularity through word of mouth. - Broadway Success: After a successful run in Brooklyn, Arsenic and
Old Lace opened on Broadway at the Fulton Theatre in 1941, where it ran for 1,444 performances, making it one of the
longest-running plays of the era. - Critical Acclaim: The play’s clever humor and unique plot earned it critical praise and a
lasting place in American theater history.

Transition to Film and Cultural Impact
In 1944, Frank Capra directed the film adaptation starring Cary Grant, which further skyrocketed the play’s popularity. The
film remains a classic, celebrated for its witty screenplay and memorable performances.

Plot Summary of Arsenic and Old Lace
The play is set in Brooklyn and revolves around the Brewster family, focusing on the charming yet eccentric Mortimer
Brewster, a theater critic. The story blends comedy, mystery, and dark humor as it unfolds.

Major Characters
- Mortimer Brewster: The protagonist, a drama critic who is engaged to Elaine Harper. - Abby and Martha Brewster:
Mortimer’s sweet but eccentric old aunts who have a peculiar habit of helping lonely old men find peace. - Eccentric Uncle
Teddy: Mortimer's Uncle Teddy, who believes he is Theodore Roosevelt and "resides" in the White House. - Jonathan
Brewster: Mortimer’s criminally inclined brother with a hideous appearance and a violent past. - Dr. Einstein: A plastic
surgeon and accomplice to Jonathan’s schemes. - Officer O’Hara: The police officer investigating the Brewster family secrets.

Plot Breakdown
1. The Secret of the Old Ladies: Mortimer discovers that his aunts have been murdering lonely old men by poisoning them
with arsenic-laced elderberry wine, believing they are helping these men find peace. 2. Uncle Teddy’s Adventures: Uncle



Teddy, who believes he is Theodore Roosevelt, digs locks for the Panama Canal in the basement, adding to the play’s humor
and chaos. 3. Jonathan’s Arrival: Jonathan, a criminal escapee with a grotesque face, arrives at the house with his
accomplice Dr. Einstein, seeking refuge and continuing his criminal activities. 4. Mortimer’s Dilemma: Mortimer grapples with
the shocking revelations about his family while trying to prevent his brother’s plans from escalating. 5. Climactic Resolution:
The play culminates in a humorous showdown that exposes the family’s secrets, resulting in a blend of comedic justice and
chaos.

Themes and Motifs in Arsenic and Old Lace

Dark Humor and Morality
The play masterfully balances dark humor with moral questions. The idea of sweet old ladies poisoning lonely men
challenges traditional notions of morality and kindness, prompting viewers to reflect on the complexity of human nature.

Family and Loyalty
Despite the bizarre and criminal activities, the Brewster family members display deep loyalty and love for each other. The
play explores how family bonds can persist amidst chaos and moral ambiguity.

Madness and Sanity
Characters like Uncle Teddy and Jonathan illustrate different forms of madness, highlighting societal perceptions of sanity
and the thin line separating normalcy from insanity.

Juxtaposition of Innocence and Crime
The play’s humor arises from the contrast between the innocent appearance of the aunts and their deadly deeds,
emphasizing how appearances can be deceiving.

Legacy and Influence of Arsenic and Old Lace

Enduring Popularity and Cultural Significance
- The play remains a staple in community theater productions worldwide. - Its memorable characters, witty dialogue, and
dark humor continue to resonate with audiences. - The phrase “Arsenic and Old Lace” has become synonymous with darkly
comic stories involving murder and eccentric characters.

Adaptations and Revivals
- Numerous stage revivals have taken place across the United States and internationally. - The 1944 film adaptation remains
a classic, frequently studied in film and theater courses. - Various radio and television adaptations have introduced the story
to new generations.

Influence on Popular Culture
- Inspired references in movies, TV shows, and literature. - The play’s themes and characters have influenced other dark
comedies and mystery stories.
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Why Arsenic and Old Lace Continues to Captivate Audiences
- Its clever blend of humor and horror appeals to diverse tastes. - The quirky characters and humorous situations provide
timeless entertainment. - The play’s exploration of morality and family dynamics invites reflection, making it relevant across
generations.

Tips for Enjoying Arsenic and Old Lace Today
- Watch a live stage production or attend a community theater performance. - Read the original play to appreciate
Kesselring’s wit and craftsmanship. - Watch the film adaptation for a classic cinematic experience. - Engage in discussions
about the play’s themes and character development.

Conclusion
Arsenic and Old Lace stands as a testament to the enduring power of dark comedy and theatrical storytelling. Its unique
premise, memorable characters, and clever humor continue to entertain and challenge audiences, making it a must-know
classic in American theater history. Whether viewed on stage, screen, or read as a script, this play offers a delightful mix of
laughter, suspense, and moral pondering—a true masterpiece that has stood the test of time. Meta Description: Discover the
fascinating world of Arsenic and Old Lace, a timeless dark comedy by Joseph Kesselring. Explore its plot, characters,
themes, and legacy in this comprehensive guide.

Arsenic and Old Lace is a timeless theatrical classic that has captivated audiences for decades with its dark humor, quirky
characters, and clever plot twists. Originally written by Joseph Kesselring in 1939, this play has secured its place as one of
the most beloved black comedies in American theater. Its enduring popularity has led to numerous stage revivals, film
adaptations, and continued cultural relevance. In this review-oriented article, we will explore the various facets that make
Arsenic and Old Lace a standout piece, including its plot, characters, themes, staging considerations, and overall impact.

Overview of the Plot
Arsenic and Old Lace centers around the charming but eccentric Brewster family, particularly focusing on Mortimer Brewster,
a theater critic who is caught in a whirlwind of chaos when he discovers his sweet, elderly aunts, Abby and Martha Brewster,
have been secretly poisoning lonely old men with arsenic-laced elderberry wine. The play masterfully combines horror,
comedy, and satire as Mortimer tries to handle his aunts’ macabre activities, the arrival of his criminally inclined brother
Jonathan, and the unexpected emergence of his other brother, Teddy, who believes he is Theodore Roosevelt. The plot is
layered with witty dialogue, unexpected twists, and humorous commentary on morality, sanity, and societal norms. As the
story unfolds, the audience is taken through a series of comic misadventures that culminate in a satisfying blend of dark
comedy and theatrical silliness.

Character Analysis

Mortimer Brewster
As the protagonist, Mortimer is a well-meaning but somewhat anxious theater critic who finds himself overwhelmed by the
chaos surrounding his family. His character represents the voice of reason amidst madness, and his internal conflict adds
depth to the comedy.

Abby and Martha Brewster
The sweet, seemingly innocent aunts who are secretly serial killers. Their charming demeanor contrasts sharply with their
murderous activities, making them some of the most memorable characters in American theater. Their innocence and



kindness juxtaposed with their dark deeds create a compelling irony.

Jonathan Brewster
The criminal brother with a hideous scar and a penchant for violence, Jonathan’s character provides the play’s darker
elements. His presence introduces elements of danger and chaos, balancing the comedic tone.

Teddy Brewster
A lovable but deluded character who believes he is Theodore Roosevelt. His enthusiastic antics and patriotic speeches add a
whimsical touch, enhancing the play’s overall humor.

Other Notable Characters
- Elaine Harper: Mortimer’s love interest, whose arrival sparks tension and comedic misunderstandings. - Officer O’Hara: The
well-meaning police officer trying to maintain order amid the chaos.

Themes and Messages

Dark Humor and Morality
The play’s central theme revolves around the juxtaposition of morality and murder. The seemingly kind aunts’ criminal
activities challenge traditional notions of good and evil, prompting viewers to question societal judgments and the nature of
kindness.

Sanity vs. Insanity
Characters like Teddy and the aunts embody different perceptions of sanity. The play explores how perceived madness can
sometimes be a form of innocence or morality, and how societal norms are often arbitrary.

Family and Loyalty
Despite their murderous tendencies, the aunts are portrayed as loving and caring. The play examines how family bonds can
be complex and how loyalty can sometimes lead to morally ambiguous decisions.

Appearance vs. Reality
The play consistently plays with appearances—characters who seem innocent are capable of heinous acts, and vice
versa—highlighting the importance of looking beyond surface impressions.

Staging and Production Considerations

Set Design
The play is set primarily in the Brewster family home, a cozy, vintage Brooklyn house. A well-designed set should evoke a
warm, inviting atmosphere that contrasts with the dark activities happening within, emphasizing the play’s irony.
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Costuming
Costumes should reflect the time period (1930s-1940s) and the characters’ personalities. The aunts’ old-fashioned dresses
contrast with Jonathan’s more menacing attire, while Teddy’s Roosevelt costume adds comedic flair.

Lighting and Sound
Lighting can be used to highlight comedic timing and to create suspense during tense scenes. Sound effects, such as
Teddy’s bugle calls or the clinking of wine glasses, enhance the theatrical experience.

Direction Tips
- Emphasize timing for comedic beats. - Balance the play’s dark themes with lighthearted delivery. - Develop the contrasting
personalities of characters to maximize humor.

Pros and Cons of Arsenic and Old Lace
Pros: - Timeless Humor: Its blend of dark comedy and satire remains engaging across generations. - Memorable Characters:
Quirky, well-defined roles offer actors rich opportunities. - Versatile Production: Suitable for community theaters, school
productions, and professional stages. - Clever Dialogue: Sharp wit and humorous one-liners keep audiences entertained. -
Themes of Morality and Humanity: Provides material for thoughtful reflection amid comedy. Cons: - Dark Subject Matter: The
play’s themes of murder and insanity may not appeal to all audiences. - Pacing Challenges: Balancing comedy with darker
elements requires skillful direction. - - Period Specificity: The 1930s setting may require careful adaptation for modern
audiences. - Potential Sensitivity: Some may find the depiction of mental health or violence problematic if not handled
thoughtfully.

Reception and Legacy
Arsenic and Old Lace has enjoyed enduring popularity since its debut, with successful Broadway runs, numerous revivals,
and a classic 1944 film adaptation starring Cary Grant. Critics have lauded its clever script, sharp humor, and unique
premise. The play’s ability to blend the macabre with comedy makes it a distinctive work that continues to resonate. Its
influence extends beyond theater, inspiring adaptations in other media and being studied for its innovative take on dark
humor. The play’s legacy lies in its ability to entertain while prompting audiences to reflect on moral ambiguity and human
nature.

Conclusion
Arsenic and Old Lace remains a quintessential example of dark comedy that masterfully combines humor, suspense, and
social commentary. Its compelling characters, clever dialogue, and thematic richness make it a must-perform piece for
theater companies seeking a play that is both entertaining and thought-provoking. While it presents challenges in staging
and sensitive content, its popularity endures because of its universal themes and timeless humor. Whether experienced on
stage or through its adaptations, Arsenic and Old Lace continues to delight audiences with its unique blend of the macabre
and the comic.



Questions & Answers About arsenic and old lace

No Question Answer

1 What is the plot of 'Arsenic and Old
Lace'?

'Arsenic and Old Lace' is a dark comedy about a theater critic who
discovers that his sweet elderly aunts are secretly poisoning lonely old
men with arsenic, leading to a series of hilarious and macabre events.

2 Who are the main characters in 'Arsenic
and Old Lace'?

The main characters include Mortimer Brewster, the playwright and
nephew; his eccentric aunts Abby and Martha Brewster; and his brother
Jonathan, a criminal with a history of insanity.

3 When was 'Arsenic and Old Lace'
originally published and performed?

The play was written by Joseph Kesselring in 1939 and premiered on
Broadway in 1941, quickly becoming a popular dark comedy.

4 Has 'Arsenic and Old Lace' been adapted
into other media?

Yes, it was adapted into a successful film in 1944 starring Cary Grant,
and has been produced numerous times on stage and radio,
maintaining its popularity over the years.

5 What themes are explored in 'Arsenic
and Old Lace'?

The play explores themes of crime and morality, family secrets, the
contrast between appearance and reality, and the absurdity of human
nature.

6 Why is 'Arsenic and Old Lace' considered
a classic in American theatre?

It is regarded as a classic because of its clever blend of dark humor,
memorable characters, sharp dialogue, and its enduring appeal as a
quintessential example of American farce.

comedy, play, Broadway, dark humor, murder, classic, 1940s, theatrical, black comedy, vintage
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