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Introduction

When you think of a darkly humorous theatrical experience that balances macabre suspense with sparkling wit, the
arsenic and old lace playimmediately springs to mind. This classic piece of American theatre, written by William
Douglas Home, has enchanted audiences for decades with its blend of murder mystery, eccentric family dynamics,
and comedic timing. In this article we will explore the origins of the play, dissect its plot and characters, examine its
production history, and discuss why it remains a staple of contemporary theatre.

Historical Context

Published in 1941, Arsenic and Old Laceemerged during a time when the United States was on the brink of
entering World War II. The play offered a brief respite from the grim realities of the era, presenting a story that was
both unsettling and laugh out loud funny. It was originally staged on Broadway at the Shubert Theatre, where it
quickly became a commercial success, running for 437 performances.

The author, William Douglas Home, was a Scottish playwright who had previously written several successful stage
works. His collaboration with the director and producer, George S. Kaufman, helped shape the play’s unique tone—
a mixture of farce and suspense that appealed to a broad audience. The success of the original Broadway
production paved the way for a West End run in London, where the play also received enthusiastic reviews.

The Play's Plot

At its core, arsenic and old lace playfollows the eccentric Brewster family, who live in a quiet, suburban cul-de-
sac. The family consists of the matriarch, Abby, her brother-in-law, Jonathan, and their two sisters, Abby and Mattie.
The Brewsters are known for their peculiar habits—especially their fondness for homemade preserves and, more
disturbingly, for their tendency to “take care” of people who cross their path.

When the unsuspecting victim, Mrs. Lillian, is discovered dead in the Brewsters’ kitchen, the family is faced with a
dilemma: should they hide the body or report it to the police? The situation escalates when a young reporter named
Felix comes to investigate, and the family must navigate the increasingly chaotic situation while maintaining their
facade of normalcy. The play’s climax is a frantic chase through the house, culminating in a revelation that ties the
family’s past to the present mystery.

Key Characters

¢ Abby Brewster — The matriarch who runs the family’s household with an iron fist, yet is secretly a sweet old
lady who loves her nieces.

< Jonathan Brewster — Abby’s eccentric brother-in-law, a retired circus performer who has a fondness for exotic
poisons.

* Mattie Brewster — The youngest of the sisters, a former actress who still carries a dramatic flair for the stage.

¢ Felix — A young reporter who brings the outside world into the Brewster home, inadvertently becoming
entangled in the family’s dark secrets.

e Dr. Einstein — The local physician who is called in to examine the bodies, adding a layer of medical intrigue to



the plot.

Themes and Motifs

While the surface of the play appears to be a simple comedy of errors, arsenic and old lace playdelves into
several deeper themes that resonate with audiences even today. The juxtaposition of domestic bliss and lethal
intent highlights the fragility of normalcy. The play also explores the idea of legacy—how family traditions can
become twisted over time.

Another recurring motif is the use of old lace as a symbol of tradition and elegance. The lace, often displayed in the
Brewsters’ home, contrasts sharply with the grim reality of the family’s deeds. The presence of arsenic in the
narrative serves as a metaphor for the hidden dangers that lurk beneath the surface of everyday life.

Production History

The original Broadway production of Arsenic and Old Laceopened on February 6, 1941, and was directed by
George S. Kaufman. The cast featured notable actors such as Josephine Hull as Abby, who won the Tony Award for
Best Actress in a Play for her role. The production was praised for its pacing and the chemistry among the actors,
which made the dark humor feel natural rather than forced.

Following its success on Broadway, the play transferred to the West End in 1942, where it enjoyed a run of 180
performances. The London production was directed by the celebrated British director, William Gaskill, and starred
the iconic actress, Angela Lansbury, as Abby. The play’s popularity in the UK helped cement its status as a staple
of classic theatre.

In subsequent decades, the play has seen numerous revivals, with productions in regional theatres, university
stages, and even off beat venues. Each revival brings a fresh interpretation, whether it's a modernized setting or a
reinterpretation of the characters’ motivations.

Notable Adaptations

1. Film Adaptation (1944) — Perhaps the most famous adaptation is the 1944 Hollywood film directed by Frank
Capra. Starring Cary Grant as Jonathan and Joan Fontaine as Abby, the film remains a beloved classic in the dark
comedy genre.

2. Television Adaptations — The play has been adapted for television multiple times, including a 1971 NBC
special and a 2008 BBC production that featured contemporary actors.

3. Musical Versions — In 2002, a musical adaptation titled Arsenic and Old Lace: The Musical premiered in Los
Angeles, blending the original script with new musical numbers that captured the play’s comedic essence.

Critical Reception
Critics have praised arsenic and old lace playfor its sharp dialogue and the way it balances horror and humor.

The New York Times called the play “a delightful concoction of wit and suspense.” Over the years, scholars have
examined the play’s commentary on gender roles, societal expectations, and the darker side of familial bonds.

Audience reception has remained consistently positive. Many theatre-goers appreciate the play’s ability to keep
them on the edge of their seats while simultaneously making them laugh. The enduring popularity of the play is
evident in its frequent revivals and the continued interest in its adaptations.

Legacy and Influence



The impact of Arsenic and Old Lacecan be seen in modern dark comedies and murder mysteries. The play’s
structure—combining a small cast with a single location—has become a template for many contemporary works.
Additionally, the character of Abby Brewster has become an iconic representation of the “sweet but dangerous”
female archetype in theatre.

In the world of film and television, the play’s influence is evident in shows such as House of Cards and American
Horror Story, where the blend of dark themes and humor is a recurring motif. The play also inspired the creation of
similar works that explore the fine line between comedy and tragedy.

Behind the Scenes

One of the most fascinating aspects of producing arsenic and old lace playis the intricacy of its set design. The
original set was designed to reflect the Brewsters’ home, with a kitchen that could transform into a crime scene.
The set designer, John St. John, used a combination of realistic props and exaggerated elements to create an
atmosphere that was both familiar and unsettling.

Lighting played a crucial role in enhancing the play’s mood. The director used sharp contrasts between light and
shadow to emphasize the dark undercurrents of the narrative. In later productions, the use of LED lighting allowed
for more dynamic scene changes, which helped maintain audience engagement throughout the performance.

Modern Interpretations

In recent years, directors have explored contemporary themes through the lens of arsenic and old lace play.
Some productions have set the story in a modern apartment building, while others have updated the characters’
professions to reflect current societal roles. These reinterpretations keep the play relevant to younger audiences
and demonstrate its flexibility as a theatrical piece.

Moreover, the play has been used as a teaching tool in drama schools. Students study the script to understand
character development, comedic timing, and the effective use of stage direction. The play’s ability to convey
complex emotions in a limited space makes it an ideal subject for workshops on minimalistic theatre.

Conclusion

From its debut on Broadway to its modern revivals, the arsenic and old lace playhas proven to be a timeless
piece of theatre that continues to captivate audiences. Its clever blend of dark humor, intricate plot, and memorable
characters ensures that it will remain a staple of the theatrical canon for years to come. Whether you are a
seasoned theatre enthusiast or a newcomer to the stage, this play offers a unique experience that showcases the
power of comedy to illuminate even the darkest corners of human nature.
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