
Arsenic And Old Lace Play

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Miya & Daisy • Explore the unseen. • Page 1

Arsenic And Old Lace Play

Unraveling the Dark Comedy: A Deep Dive into the Arsenic and Old
Lace Play

There are few theatrical experiences that manage to balance the macabre with the utterly hilarious.
The Arsenic and Old Lace play stands as a towering achievement in American theatre, a masterpiece
of dark comedy that has delighted audiences for generations. Written by the prolific playwright Joseph
Kesselring,  this  classic  farce  has  become  a  staple  of  community  theatres,  high  school  drama
departments, and professional stages worldwide. Its unique blend of murder, madness, and family
dysfunction wrapped in a veneer of Victorian respectability continues to captivate new audiences,
proving that a story about a family of serial killers can be both side-splittingly funny and surprisingly
heartwarming.

For anyone unfamiliar with this theatrical gem, the Arsenic and Old Lace play is much more than a
simple comedy. It is a carefully constructed machine of suspense and laughter, where every creaking
door  and every  innocent  remark  carries  the  weight  of  impending doom.  The play  premiered on
Broadway in 1941 and ran for an astonishing 1,444 performances, becoming one of the longest-running
non-musical plays of its era. Its success was not merely a product of its time; the play tapped into
something universal about family secrets, the absurdity of death, and the thin line between sanity and
madness.

The Origins and History of Joseph Kesselring's Masterpiece

Joseph Kesselring, the man behind this beloved play, had a fascinating background that informed his
writing. Born in 1902, Kesselring was initially a teacher and an actor before turning to playwriting. He
had written several plays before Arsenic and Old Lace, but none achieved the phenomenal success of
this dark comedy. The play was originally conceived as a more straightforward murder mystery, but it
was the legendary producers Howard Lindsay and Russel Crouse who recognized its comedic potential.
They worked extensively with Kesselring to reshape the play into the farce we know today.

The producers saw that the central  premise—two sweet old ladies poisoning lonely old men with
homemade elderberry wine laced with arsenic—was inherently comic. The contrast between the gentle,
nurturing Brewster sisters and their murderous hobby was too delicious to play straight. Lindsay and
Crouse encouraged Kesselring to lean into the absurdity, and the result was a play that walked the
tightrope between horror  and hilarity  with masterful  precision.  The Arsenic and Old Lace play
opened at the Fulton Theatre on January 10, 1941, to immediate critical and popular acclaim.

The Real-Life Inspiration Behind the Play

While the Arsenic and Old Lace play  is a work of fiction, it may have been inspired by real events.
The most commonly cited source is the case of Amy Archer-Gilligan, who ran a nursing home in
Windsor, Connecticut, in the early 1910s. It was discovered that she had poisoned several of her elderly

residents with arsenic, a crime that shocked the nation. The case became known as the "Murder
Factory" and was widely covered in the press. Kesselring likely drew upon this case, along with the
general public fascination with true crime, to create his fictional Brewster sisters.

However, the play transforms this grim inspiration into something far more theatrical and ultimately
lighthearted. The real Amy Archer-Gilligan was a cold, calculating murderer. The Brewster sisters, on
the other hand, are portrayed as genuinely kind-hearted women who believe they are performing a
mercy by putting lonely, unhappy old men out of their misery. This fundamental shift in motivation is
what allows the Arsenic and Old Lace play to function as a comedy rather than a tragedy. The sisters
see themselves not as killers, but as benefactors helping weary souls find peace.

A Detailed Plot Summary of the Arsenic and Old Lace Play

The action of the Arsenic and Old Lace play unfolds on Halloween night in the Brooklyn home of the
Brewster family. The house is a stately Victorian residence that has seen better days, much like the
family itself.  The story centers on Mortimer Brewster,  a prominent drama critic who has recently
become engaged to the lovely Elaine Harper, the minister's daughter from next door. Mortimer visits his
beloved aunts, Abby and Martha, to share his happy news, but he quickly discovers that his family is far
more eccentric than he ever imagined.

The chaos begins when Mortimer finds a dead body in the window seat of the parlor. To his horror, his
sweet, gentle aunts casually confess that they have been poisoning lonely old gentlemen who come to
their boarding house. They use a special homemade elderberry wine laced with arsenic, strychnine, and
cyanide, a mixture they refer to as their "recipe." The sisters explain that they are simply helping these
poor souls who have no family and no happiness in their lives. The body in the window seat is their
latest victim, a man they believed was lonely and in need of their assistance.

As Mortimer tries to process this revelation, the situation becomes even more complicated. His brother
Teddy, who believes he is Theodore Roosevelt, has been digging what he thinks are locks for the
Panama Canal in the basement. In reality, he has been digging graves for the sisters' victims. Another
brother, Jonathan, suddenly arrives after a long absence. Jonathan is a menacing serial killer who bears
a striking resemblance to Boris Karloff, a running joke in the play that was particularly effective during
the original production when the role was played by an actor named Boris Karloff himself.

The Escalating Chaos of Act Two and Three

The plot of the Arsenic and Old Lace play thickens considerably as Jonathan arrives with his reluctant
accomplice, Dr. Einstein. Jonathan is a truly dangerous man, unlike his delusional brother Teddy or his
murderous but well-meaning aunts. He has killed a dozen people and is proud of his work. He has come
to the Brewster home to hide from the police, and he has plans for his family that are far from benign.
His presence raises the stakes dramatically, transforming the play from a gentle farce into something
darker and more suspenseful.



The comedy in the Arsenic and Old Lace play comes from the clash between the real danger posed
by  Jonathan and the  innocent,  oblivious  benevolence  of  the  aunts.  Abby  and Martha  treat  their
murderous  nephew with  the  same  warmth  and  hospitality  they  show everyone.  They  offer  him  food,
fuss  over  his  appearance,  and completely  fail  to  recognize the threat  he represents.  Meanwhile,
Mortimer frantically tries to protect his aunts from discovery while also dealing with the new menace of
Jonathan. He also must confront his own sanity, wondering if madness runs in the family and whether
he dares to marry Elaine and potentially pass on this family curse.

The climax of the Arsenic and Old Lace play involves Jonathan trying to dispose of the body in the
window  seat,  only  to  be  thwarted  by  his  aunts  and  Teddy.  The  police,  led  by  Officer  O'Hara  and
Lieutenant  Rooney,  are  drawn  into  the  chaos  but  are  too  incompetent  to  figure  out  what  is  truly
happening.  The play ends with Mortimer finally  accepting that  his  aunts  must  be taken away,  but  he
arranges for them to go to "Happy Dale," a private sanatorium that will  treat them kindly. Teddy
happily goes along, believing he is going to the White House. Jonathan and Dr. Einstein escape, but the
aunts are safely removed from the scene. Mortimer, now free from his family's madness, marries Elaine
and looks forward to a normal life.

The Memorable Characters of the Brewster Family

The enduring appeal of the Arsenic and Old Lace play rests largely on its unforgettable characters.
Each member of the Brewster family is a well-drawn archetype, yet they feel surprisingly real and
relatable. Let us examine the key players in this dark comedic drama.

Abby and Martha Brewster

The sisters are the heart of the play. Abby and Martha Brewster are two elderly women who embody
traditional Victorian virtues. They are gentle, caring, hospitable, and deeply religious. They knit, bake,
and tend to their home with loving care. They genuinely believe they are doing God's work by helping
lonely  old  men  find  peace.  Their  complete  lack  of  malice  is  what  makes  them  so  charming  and  so
terrifying at the same time. The audience cannot help but love them, even while knowing they are
mass murderers. The Arsenic and Old Lace play would not work if the sisters were portrayed as evil;
their innocence is essential to the comedy.

Mortimer Brewster

Mortimer is the audience surrogate, the supposedly sane man caught in a world gone mad. As a drama
critic, he is articulate, observant, and prone to theatrical exclamations. His horror at his aunts' secret
life is genuine, but his love for them is equally real. He spends the entire play trying to reconcile these
two truths. His frenzied attempts to maintain order as chaos unfolds around him are the primary source
of the play's comedy. Mortimer's journey in the Arsenic and Old Lace play is one of acceptance. He
must accept that his family is irrevocably broken and that he cannot save them, only protect them as
best he can.

Teddy Brewster

Teddy is the brother who believes he is Theodore Roosevelt. This delusion is handled with remarkable

tenderness in the Arsenic and Old Lace play. Teddy is not a threat to anyone; he is simply a man
living in his own happy world. He charges up the stairs shouting "Charge!" and digs locks in the
basement. His aunts indulge his delusions because they love him, and they have built their entire lives
around caring for him. Teddy's presence adds a layer of pathos to the play. He is harmless, yet his
delusion enables the sisters' crimes, as his digging conveniently disposes of their evidence.

Jonathan Brewster

Jonathan is the truly dangerous member of the family. He is a cold-blooded serial killer with no moral
compass.  His  appearance sends a chill  through the Arsenic and Old Lace play,  reminding the
audience that real evil exists. Unlike his aunts, who kill out of misguided compassion, Jonathan kills for
pleasure and profit.  His  rivalry  with  Mortimer  adds tension to  the plot,  as  the two brothers  represent
opposing forces: one trying to protect the family name, the other trying to destroy it. Jonathan's plastic
surgery,  which  has  left  him  looking  like  Boris  Karloff,  is  a  brilliant  theatrical  device  that  adds  to  his
menacing presence.

Other Notable Characters

The  supporting  cast  of  the  Arsenic  and  Old  Lace  play  is  equally  memorable.  Elaine  Harper,
Mortimer's fiancée, represents normality and hope for the future. Dr. Einstein, Jonathan's henchman, is
a comic figure despite his sinister profession; he is a bumbling, reluctant criminal who is clearly out of
his  depth.  The  police  officers,  Lieutenant  Rooney  and  Officer  O'Hara,  provide  additional  comic  relief
through their incompetence and obsession with irrelevant details. The collection of characters creates a
rich tapestry of personalities that bounce off each other in increasingly absurd ways.

Themes and Literary Significance of the Play

The Arsenic and Old Lace play is far more than a simple farce. It explores profound themes that
resonate with audiences across generations. One of the central themes is the nature of evil and the
question of intent. The Brewster sisters are murderers, but they lack malice. They believe they are
doing good. This raises uncomfortable questions about morality and whether good intentions can ever
justify harmful actions. The play does not answer these questions definitively, leaving the audience to
wrestle with them long after the curtain falls.

Another important theme in the Arsenic and Old Lace play is the idea of family secrets and the
masks we wear in public. The Brewster family appears respectable and normal to outsiders, but behind
closed doors, they harbor dark secrets. This theme was particularly resonant when the play premiered
in 1941, as the world was grappling with the rise of fascism and the realization that evil could wear a
respectable face. The play suggests that madness and murder can exist in the most unexpected places,
including the charming old house on a quiet Brooklyn street.

The Arsenic and Old Lace play also examines the line between sanity and insanity. Every character
in the play is mad in their own way, yet they all believe they are perfectly rational. Abby and Martha
see their murders as charity. Teddy sees himself as a president. Jonathan sees himself as superior to
others. Only Mortimer seems to


