
arsenic and old lace

Arsenic and Old Lace: A Timeless Blend of Dark Comedy and Classic Theatre

arsenic and old lace is not just a quirky phrase—it's the title of one of the
most enduring and beloved dark comedies in American theatre history. Written
by Joseph Kesselring in 1939, this play has captivated audiences with its
unique blend of macabre humor, eccentric characters, and clever dialogue.
Whether you're a theatre enthusiast, a student of classic literature, or
simply curious about this iconic work, understanding the nuances of Arsenic
and Old Lace reveals why it remains a staple on stages around the world.

The Origins of Arsenic and Old Lace

Arsenic and Old Lace first hit Broadway in 1941, quickly becoming a sensation
due to its unusual plot and witty script. Joseph Kesselring, the playwright,
was inspired by the idea of combining murder and comedy—two elements that
traditionally don't mix. His genius was in finding the perfect balance,
crafting a story that was both chilling and hilarious.

The Playwright Behind the Madness

Joseph Kesselring was a relatively unknown figure before Arsenic and Old Lace
catapulted him to fame. Born in 1902, he had a background in theatre and
writing but hadn't yet found his signature style. With Arsenic and Old Lace,
Kesselring tapped into a darkly humorous vein, creating characters and
situations that remain fresh and engaging even decades later.

Plot and Characters: What Makes Arsenic and Old
Lace So Unique?

At its core, Arsenic and Old Lace is a farcical tale involving two sweet old
ladies, Abby and Martha Brewster, who have a peculiar hobby—they poison
lonely old men with arsenic-laced elderberry wine. The play unfolds in their
Brooklyn home, where their nephew Mortimer Brewster, a drama critic,
discovers the shocking truth and tries to manage the ensuing chaos.

The Eccentric Brewster Family

The cast of characters in Arsenic and Old Lace is a colorful mix that adds to
the comedic tension:

Abby and Martha Brewster: The seemingly innocent aunts whose deadly
hobby forms the heart of the play.

Mortimer Brewster: The protagonist, a drama critic who is torn between
love and family loyalty.



Teddy Brewster: The delusional brother who believes he is Theodore
Roosevelt, adding to the absurdity.

Jonathan Brewster: The criminal brother who complicates matters with his
dangerous presence.

This ensemble creates a perfect storm of humor, suspense, and a touch of
horror, capturing audiences’ imaginations.

The Cultural Impact of Arsenic and Old Lace

Arsenic and Old Lace has transcended its original medium, influencing not
only theatre but also film and television. The 1944 film adaptation starring
Cary Grant brought the story to an even wider audience, and the play has
since been revived countless times.

From Stage to Screen

The transition from stage to screen helped cement Arsenic and Old Lace as a
cultural touchstone. The film adaptation maintained the play’s dark humor and
quirky characters, introducing the story to those who might never have
visited a theatre. Cary Grant’s portrayal of Mortimer added a charismatic
charm that appealed to moviegoers and critics alike.

Legacy in Modern Theatre

Today, Arsenic and Old Lace is studied for its clever use of black comedy—a
genre that blends morbid themes with humor. Its influence can be seen in
later works that balance the sinister with the absurd, demonstrating how
comedy can be a tool to explore darker aspects of human nature.

Exploring the Themes Behind Arsenic and Old
Lace

While the play is known for its humor, it also touches on deeper themes that
resonate with audiences.

The Duality of Human Nature

One of the most fascinating aspects of Arsenic and Old Lace is how it
presents the duality within its characters. The Brewster aunts are a perfect
example—kind and caring on the surface, yet they commit multiple murders with
a disturbing sense of righteousness. This duality invites viewers to reflect
on the complexities of morality.



Family Loyalty and Madness

The play also explores the sometimes blurred lines between family loyalty and
insanity. Mortimer’s struggle to reconcile his love for his family with their
bizarre and criminal behavior adds an emotional depth to the comedic plot.

Why Arsenic and Old Lace Continues to Captivate
Audiences

What makes Arsenic and Old Lace a timeless piece? Beyond the witty dialogue
and memorable characters, the play’s success lies in its ability to entertain
while provoking thought. Its blend of suspense, laughter, and unexpected
twists keeps audiences on the edge of their seats.

Tips for Enjoying a Performance of Arsenic and Old
Lace

If you have the chance to see Arsenic and Old Lace performed live, here are a
few tips to enhance your experience:

Embrace the Absurdity: Allow yourself to enjoy the over-the-top
characters and situations without overanalyzing.

Pay Attention to Timing: Comedy, especially dark comedy, relies heavily
on timing—notice how actors deliver lines for maximum impact.

Look for Subtext: Beneath the humor lies a commentary on societal norms
and human psychology; catching these nuances adds depth.

Appreciate the Set and Costumes: The period setting and traditional
costumes contribute to the atmosphere and humor.

Arsenic and Old Lace in Popular Culture

The influence of Arsenic and Old Lace extends beyond theatre and film. It has
inspired parodies, references in television shows, and even Halloween
costumes. Its unique title has become synonymous with the juxtaposition of
innocence and danger.

References in Television and Literature

Several television series have nodded to Arsenic and Old Lace, using its
themes or titles to evoke a similar blend of humor and darkness. The phrase
itself is often used metaphorically to describe situations where appearances
deceive reality.



Why the Title Resonates

The phrase “arsenic and old lace” combines two disparate images: arsenic, a
deadly poison, and old lace, a symbol of delicate beauty and tradition. This
contrast perfectly encapsulates the play’s spirit and continues to fascinate
audiences and creators alike.

Arsenic and Old Lace remains a shining example of how theatre can blend
genres to create something truly special. Its enduring popularity is a
testament to the power of storytelling that surprises, entertains, and
invites reflection—all wrapped in a charmingly sinister package. Whether on
stage or screen, the Brewster family’s antics continue to captivate new
generations, proving that some stories never lose their appeal.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Arsenic and Old Lace' about?

'Arsenic and Old Lace' is a dark comedy play by Joseph Kesselring about two
elderly sisters who poison lonely old men with arsenic-laced wine, and the
chaos that ensues when their nephew discovers their secret.

Who wrote 'Arsenic and Old Lace'?

The play 'Arsenic and Old Lace' was written by Joseph Kesselring.

When was 'Arsenic and Old Lace' first performed?

'Arsenic and Old Lace' premiered on Broadway in January 1941.

What genre does 'Arsenic and Old Lace' belong to?

'Arsenic and Old Lace' is primarily a dark comedy or black comedy.

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

The main characters include the Brewster sisters, Abby and Martha, their
nephew Mortimer Brewster, and Teddy Brewster.

Has 'Arsenic and Old Lace' been adapted into a film?

Yes, 'Arsenic and Old Lace' was adapted into a popular film in 1944 directed
by Frank Capra and starring Cary Grant.

What is the significance of the title 'Arsenic and
Old Lace'?

The title refers to the arsenic poison used by the Brewster sisters and the
old lace doilies in their home, symbolizing the contrast between their
genteel appearance and sinister actions.



Why is 'Arsenic and Old Lace' considered a classic?

'Arsenic and Old Lace' is considered a classic for its clever blend of
macabre humor, memorable characters, witty dialogue, and its enduring
popularity on stage and screen.

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

The play explores themes such as family loyalty, madness, deception, and the
contrast between appearances and reality.

Additional Resources
Arsenic and Old Lace: A Timeless Blend of Dark Comedy and Theatrical
Innovation

arsenic and old lace is a phrase that resonates deeply within the realms of
classic American theater and cinema. Originating as a stage play written by
Joseph Kesselring in 1939, it quickly evolved into a cultural phenomenon,
captivating audiences with its unique blend of macabre humor, suspense, and
sharp social commentary. Over the decades, "Arsenic and Old Lace" has
maintained its relevance, reflecting shifting societal attitudes while
retaining its core appeal as a dark comedy masterpiece. This article delves
into the historical context, thematic depth, and enduring legacy of "arsenic
and old lace," exploring why it continues to fascinate audiences and critics
alike.

The Origins and Historical Context of Arsenic
and Old Lace

The creation of "arsenic and old lace" occurred during a period marked by
global uncertainty and domestic tension. Premiering on Broadway in January
1941, the play emerged just before the United States entered World War II. In
this context, audiences were drawn to entertainment that provided both
escapism and subtle critique of societal norms.

Joseph Kesselring, the playwright, crafted a narrative centered around the
Brewster family, particularly two elderly sisters who poison lonely old men
as an act of misguided charity. This premise was groundbreaking at the time,
blending elements of farce with gothic horror in a way that challenged
traditional genre boundaries. The use of arsenic as the method of murder
plays into the motif of old-fashioned gentility—“old lace” symbolizing
decorum and refinement—juxtaposed with the sinister reality of the sisters’
actions.

From Stage to Screen: Adaptations and Interpretations

The success of the original play led to several adaptations, the most famous
being the 1944 film directed by Frank Capra and starring Cary Grant. This
cinematic version brought "arsenic and old lace" to an even wider audience,
maintaining much of the play’s dark humor while adding visual flair and
timing suited to the film medium.



Film critics have often praised Capra’s adaptation for its ability to balance
comedy and suspense, attributing much of its success to Grant’s charismatic
portrayal of Mortimer Brewster. The film’s enduring popularity has cemented
"arsenic and old lace" as a staple in classic American cinema, often studied
for its innovative narrative techniques and character development.

Thematic Exploration and Literary Significance

At its core, "arsenic and old lace" explores themes of morality, family
dynamics, and the thin line between sanity and madness. The Brewster sisters’
actions force audiences to reconsider traditional moral judgments, as their
murders are portrayed with a peculiar sense of innocence and even
righteousness.

Dark Comedy and Social Satire

The play’s use of dark comedy serves as a vehicle for social satire,
critiquing the veneer of respectability that often conceals deeper
dysfunctions within families and society at large. By presenting murderers as
sweet old ladies, Kesselring subverts expectations and exposes the
contradictions in social etiquette and legal systems.

Psychological Complexity and Characterization

Beyond its comedic elements, "arsenic and old lace" delves into psychological
complexity, particularly through the character of Teddy Brewster, who
believes he is Theodore Roosevelt, and Jonathan Brewster, whose criminality
contrasts sharply with the appearance of gentility. This juxtaposition
invites analysis of identity, mental health, and the nature of evil, making
the work ripe for academic discussion.

Production Features and Staging Challenges

Staging "arsenic and old lace" involves a delicate balance between humor and
horror, requiring careful direction and performance nuance. The set design
typically reflects an old-fashioned parlor, enhancing the contrast between
the play’s genteel setting and its dark subject matter.

Key Elements in Successful Performances

Timing and Delivery: Mastering the play’s rapid-fire dialogue and
comedic timing is essential to maintain audience engagement.

Character Chemistry: The dynamic between the Brewster sisters and
Mortimer Brewster must convey both familial warmth and underlying
tension.



Atmosphere and Pacing: Maintaining suspense without losing the comedic
tone requires precise pacing and atmospheric control.

Pros and Cons of Modern Interpretations

Modern productions of "arsenic and old lace" sometimes face challenges in
resonating with contemporary audiences unfamiliar with its historical
context. However, directors who creatively update the setting or emphasize
universal themes often succeed in revitalizing the play.

Pros: Timeless humor, strong character roles, flexibility in staging

Cons: Potentially dated language, cultural references that may require
explanation, balancing dark themes with humor

Legacy and Influence in Popular Culture

"arsenic and old lace" has influenced numerous works in theater, film, and
television, inspiring adaptations and homages that draw on its unique blend
of comedy and macabre storytelling. Its impact can be seen in genres ranging
from screwball comedy to psychological thrillers.

The play’s title itself has become an idiomatic expression, often used to
reference situations where appearances are deceiving or where sinister
elements lurk beneath a genteel surface. This cultural penetration
underscores the work’s broad appeal and enduring relevance.

In academic circles, "arsenic and old lace" remains a subject of study for
its innovative narrative structure and thematic richness. Courses in theater
history, American literature, and film studies frequently analyze the play to
illustrate the evolution of dark comedy and its role in reflecting societal
anxieties.

As audiences continue to discover "arsenic and old lace," whether through
live theater or classic film screenings, the story’s ability to entertain
while provoking thought ensures its place in the canon of American dramatic
arts remains secure. The play’s blend of wit, suspense, and psychological
insight offers a compelling experience that transcends its original era,
inviting reflection on human nature and the masks we wear.
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  arsenic and old lace: Arsenic and Old Lace Joseph Kesselring, 1942 An easy going drama critic
discovers that his kind and gentle aunts have a bizarre habit of poisoning gentlemen callers and
burying them in the cellar.
  arsenic and old lace: A Study Guide for Joseph Kesselring's "Arsenic and Old Lace" Gale,
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Cengage Learning, 2016 A Study Guide for Joseph Kesselring's Arsenic and Old Lace, excerpted
from Gale's acclaimed Drama For Students. This concise study guide includes plot summary;
character analysis; author biography; study questions; historical context; suggestions for further
reading; and much more. For any literature project, trust Drama For Students for all of your
research needs.
  arsenic and old lace: Arsenic and Old Lace - Signature Acting Edition Joseph Kesselring,
2024-10-10
  arsenic and old lace: Bela Lugosi and Boris Karloff Gregory William Mank, 2010-03-08 Dracula
and Frankenstein's Monster are horror cinema icons, and the actors most deeply associated with the
two roles also shared a unique friendship. Bela Lugosi and Boris Karloff starred in dozens of
black-and-white horror films, and over the years managed to collaborate on and co-star in eight
movies. Through dozens of interviews and extensive archival research, this greatly expanded new
edition examines the Golden Age of Hollywood, the era in which both stars worked, recreates the
shooting of Lugosi and Karloff's mutual films, examines their odd and moving personal relationship
and analyzes their ongoing legacies. Features include a fully detailed filmography of the eight
Karloff and Lugosi films, full summaries of both men's careers and more than 250 photographs,
some in color.
  arsenic and old lace: Arsenic and Old Lace , 1949 The Little Theatre of Alexandria presents
in Arsenic and Old Lace, a comedy in three acts by Joseph Kesselring, directed by Murray Sheehan.
  arsenic and old lace: There's a Body in the Window Seat! Charles Dennis, 2022-11-01
There’s a Body in the Window Seat! is a detailed history of one of the most beloved American
murder-mysteries and comedies, Arsenic and Old Lace. Actor, director, and playwright Charles
Dennis investigates the mystery behind the play: how did a true-life crime in Connecticut turn into a
comedy? And who are the real writers that deserve credit for its long-lasting success? Dennis brings
an insider’s view to Joseph Kesselring’s attempts to write Arsenic and Old Lace and how producers
had to step in to save the play from his heavy hand. He also follows the actors, both on the stage and
on the screen, as they handle the demands of the roles and behind-the-scenes relationships. Why
didn’t Boris Karloff recreate his stage role, even though Jean Adair and John Alexander did? Why did
Cary Grant hate his performance in Arsenic—was it because Frank Capra deceived him or because
of costume designer Orry Kelly? And why did the movie never receive Academy Award
consideration? Learn the answers to these intriguing questions and more in There’s a Body in the
Window Seat!
  arsenic and old lace: LIFE , 1944-04-03 LIFE Magazine is the treasured photographic
magazine that chronicled the 20th Century. It now lives on at LIFE.com, the largest, most amazing
collection of professional photography on the internet. Users can browse, search and view photos of
today’s people and events. They have free access to share, print and post images for personal use.
  arsenic and old lace: Arsenic and Old Lace Joseph Kesselring, 1945
  arsenic and old lace: Arsenic and Old Lace Joseph Kesselring, 1941
  arsenic and old lace: Movies as Literature Kathryn Stout, Richard Stout, 2002 This complete,
one-year high school English course uses classic movies on video to introduce and study the
elements of literary analysis. Student discussion and composition questions are provided for each of
17 lessons, several of which can also be used to supplement studies in grades 7 and 8. Also included
are an extensive teacher s guide/answer key, plot summaries, glossary of literary terms, and final
exam. This course will not only give students the tools to appreciate good books more fully, but will
equip them with the ability to discern underlying messages in movies rather than simply absorb
them. The following 17 movies are covered by Movies As Literature: Shane, Friendly Persuasion, The
Quiet Man, Arsenic and Old Lace, The Music Man, E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, The Maltese Falcon,
Rear Window, Emma, The Philadelphia Story, The Journey of August King, To Kill A Mockingbird, A
Raisin in the Sun, Raiders of the Lost Ark, Henry V, A Man For All Seasons, and Chariots of Fire.
  arsenic and old lace: Arsenic and Old Lace (1944) - DVD. ,
  arsenic and old lace: LIFE , 1944-04-03 LIFE Magazine is the treasured photographic



magazine that chronicled the 20th Century. It now lives on at LIFE.com, the largest, most amazing
collection of professional photography on the internet. Users can browse, search and view photos of
today’s people and events. They have free access to share, print and post images for personal use.
  arsenic and old lace: LIFE , 1943-08-02 LIFE Magazine is the treasured photographic
magazine that chronicled the 20th Century. It now lives on at LIFE.com, the largest, most amazing
collection of professional photography on the internet. Users can browse, search and view photos of
today’s people and events. They have free access to share, print and post images for personal use.
  arsenic and old lace: Arsenic and Old Lace Grand Theatre Collection (University of Guelph),
Don Fleckser, Joseph Kesselring, London Little Theatre, 1964
  arsenic and old lace: The Haunted Stage Marvin Carlson, 2003 Uncovers the ways in which
the spectator's memory informs theatrical reception
  arsenic and old lace: Arsenic and Old Lace , 1986
  arsenic and old lace: Boom and Bust Thomas Schatz, 1999-11-23 On the history of motion
pictures
  arsenic and old lace: Lugosi Gary Don Rhodes, 2015-09-03 He was born Bela Ferenc Dezso
Blasko on October 20, 1882, in Hungary. He joined Budapest's National Theater in 1913 and later
appeared in several Hungarian films under the pseudonym Arisztid Olt. After World War I, he helped
the Communist regime nationalize Hungary's film industry, but barely escaped arrest when the
government was deposed, fleeing to the United States in 1920. As he became a star in American
horror films in the 1930s and 1940s, publicists and fan magazines crafted outlandish stories to
create a new history for Lugosi. The cinema's Dracula was transformed into one of Hollywood's most
mysterious actors. This exhaustive account of Lugosi's work in film, radio, theater, vaudeville and
television provides an extensive biographical look at the actor. The enormous merchandising
industry built around him is also examined.
  arsenic and old lace: Boris Karloff Scott Allen Nollen, 1991-01-01 This comprehensive
analysis of Boris Karloff's life and career incorporates criticism, in-depth production information and
discussions of cinematic themes and characters, with an account of the historical periods and events
depicted in the films and the Hollywood era in which they were produced. Each of Karloff's horror
films is examined at length, as well as his contributions to other media. Over 100 posters, portraits,
film scenes and candid photos illustrate the text, and numerous contemporaries (Evelyn Karloff,
Laurence Olivier, Henry Brandon, Ian Wolfe, Zita Johann, others) are quoted throughout.
  arsenic and old lace: AFI Catalog of Motion Pictures Produced in the United States American
Film Institute, 1971
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