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Arsenic And Old Lace Stage Play
Script

arsenic and old lace stage play script is a timeless classic in American theater,
celebrated for its dark humor, quirky characters, and charmingly macabre plot. Written
by Joseph Kesselring in 1939, this farcical comedy has captivated audiences for decades
and remains a popular choice for community theaters, amateur productions, and
professional stage companies alike. Its enduring appeal lies in its clever dialogue,
memorable characters, and the perfect blend of comedy and suspense. For theater
enthusiasts, actors, directors, and producers, understanding the nuances of the Arsenic
and Old Lace stage play script is essential for bringing this beloved story to life on stage.

Overview of the Arsenic and Old Lace Stage Play Script

Plot Summary

The play centers around Mortimer Brewster, a drama critic who discovers his sweet,
elderly aunts, Abby and Martha Brewster, have been secretly poisoning lonely old men
with arsenic-laced wine—an act they justify as their form of charity. Meanwhile,
Mortimer's brother, Teddy, believes he is Theodore Roosevelt and digs locks in the cellar,
and his other brother, Jonathan, a criminal with a penchant for plastic surgery, arrives
with his accomplice, Dr. Einstein, creating chaos. The play expertly balances dark themes
with slapstick humor, culminating in a series of comic misunderstandings and surprises.

Historical Context

Joseph Kesselring's script debuted in 1939 and quickly became a hit, known for its sharp
wit and inventive plot. Its success led to a Broadway production in 1941, starring Boris
Karloff as Mr. Gibbs, and later, a popular film adaptation in 1944 starring Cary Grant. The
stage script's dialogue and pacing have remained largely unchanged, maintaining the
play’s original charm and humor.

Key Elements of the Arsenic and Old Lace Stage Play
Script

Characters and Their Roles

Understanding the characters is crucial for actors and directors aiming to faithfully
reproduce the play:



Mortimer Brewster: The protagonist, a theater critic torn between his love for his1.
aunts and the bizarre realities he faces.
Abby and Martha Brewster: The sweet, elderly sisters who are secretly serial killers.2.
Teddy Brewster: Mortimer’s brother, who believes he is Theodore Roosevelt and is3.
responsible for digging locks in the basement.
Jonathan Brewster: The criminal brother with a hideous plastic surgery scar, a4.
menacing figure trying to escape his past.
Dr. Einstein: Jonathan’s accomplice, a nervous and somewhat comical criminal5.
associate.
Lieutenant Rooney: The well-meaning police officer who becomes involved in the6.
chaos.
Mr. Gibbs: The victim of the aunts’ poisonings, a harmless old man who is unaware of7.
his fate.

Themes and Tone

The play explores themes of innocence versus evil, the absurdity of human behavior, and
the chaos lurking beneath suburban civility. Its tone is a blend of dark comedy, satire,
and slapstick, creating a unique theatrical experience that balances humor with macabre
elements.

Structure of the Script

The script is traditionally divided into acts and scenes, with sharp dialogue and comedic
timing emphasized throughout. The pacing is brisk, with rapid-fire exchanges, physical
comedy, and moments of tension that resolve in humorous ways.

How to Use the Arsenic and Old Lace Stage Play Script
for Production

Obtaining the Script

Productions interested in staging Arsenic and Old Lace should acquire the official licensed
script from authorized publishers or licensing agencies such as Samuel French (now
Concord Theatricals), Dramatists Play Service, or similar providers. This ensures legal
rights and access to the correct version of the script.

Adapting the Script

While the original script provides a blueprint, directors may choose to adapt certain
elements to better suit their cast, audience, or venue. Common adaptations include:

Updating language or references for modern audiences1.
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Adjusting staging for different theater sizes2.
Incorporating local humor or cultural references3.

However, any changes should respect the playwright's original intent and be approved
through licensing agreements.

Rehearsal Tips for Actors and Directors

Successful productions depend on understanding the play’s timing, character dynamics,
and comedic beats:

Focus on comedic timing: Delivery of punchlines and physical gags is crucial.1.
Develop distinct characters: Each character has unique quirks that should be2.
highlighted.
Emphasize pacing: Keep scenes tight to maintain audience engagement.3.
Balance humor with darkness: The play’s humor arises from its macabre themes, so4.
tone is key.

Popular Productions and Interpretations of Arsenic and
Old Lace

Historical and Notable Productions

Since its debut, Arsenic and Old Lace has been produced countless times worldwide.
Notable productions include:

The original Broadway run in 1941 with Boris Karloff1.
The 1944 film adaptation, which popularized the story further2.
Revival productions in the 1960s and 2000s with various casts3.
Community theater adaptations, often emphasizing the play’s comedic and macabre4.
elements

Modern Interpretations and Variations

While staying faithful to Kesselring’s script is traditional, some directors experiment with:

Updating set and costume designs for contemporary settings1.
Adding musical elements or multimedia components2.
Rearranging scenes for varied pacing or emphasis3.

These variations can refresh the play’s appeal for new audiences while maintaining its
core themes.



Resources for Arsenic and Old Lace Stage Play Script

Where to Find the Script

- Dramatists Play Service: Offers licensed copies and performance rights. - Samuel French
/ Concord Theatricals: The primary publisher and licensing agent. - Online marketplaces:
Occasionally offer used copies or scripts for educational purposes.

Additional Materials

- Performance guides: Provide insights into character development, staging, and humor. -
Rehearsal scripts: May include annotations or director’s notes. - Lighting and sound cues:
Essential for enhancing comedic timing and atmosphere.

Conclusion

The arsenic and old lace stage play script remains a foundational piece of American
theatrical comedy, offering actors and directors a rich tapestry of humor, suspense, and
memorable characters. Whether for a community production, school play, or professional
staging, understanding the nuances of the script ensures a successful and entertaining
performance. Its timeless themes and clever dialogue continue to delight audiences,
proving that even the most macabre stories can bring joy and laughter when told with
skill and creativity. If you're considering staging this classic, investing in the proper script
and respecting the playwright’s original work will set the stage for a truly memorable
production.

Arsenic and Old Lace Stage Play Script: A Classic Comedy That Endures When it comes to
timeless theatrical comedies, Arsenic and Old Lace stands out as a quintessential
example of wit, charm, and dark humor. Written by Joseph Kesselring in 1939, this play
has become a staple of American theater, celebrated for its clever dialogue, memorable
characters, and macabre yet hilarious plot. Its enduring popularity has led to numerous
stage productions, each bringing new nuances to this beloved script. For theater
enthusiasts, directors, and actors alike, exploring the Arsenic and Old Lace stage play
script offers a rich experience filled with comedic timing, thematic depth, and theatrical
challenge.

Overview of the Play's Plot and Themes

Arsenic and Old Lace revolves around Mortimer Brewster, a drama critic who discovers
that his sweet, elderly aunts have been poisoning lonely old men with homemade wine
laced with arsenic. The play unfolds as Mortimer tries to deal with the bizarre and deadly
secrets of his family while navigating romantic pursuits, sibling rivalries, and the chaos
caused by his eccentric aunts and their criminal activities. Main Themes: - Dark Humor
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and Morality: The play masterfully balances macabre subject matter with comedic
elements, prompting audiences to reflect on morality, insanity, and the human capacity
for good and evil. - Family and Loyalty: The relationships among the Brewster family
members are central, highlighting themes of loyalty, secrets, and the masks people wear.
- Sanity vs. Madness: The play explores the thin line between normalcy and insanity,
often blurring the boundaries for comedic effect.

Strengths of the Stage Play Script

1. Sharp and Witty Dialogue

The script is renowned for its crisp, humorous dialogue that keeps the audience engaged.
Kesselring's writing provides a perfect blend of comic timing and clever wordplay, making
each line memorable. The characters’ exchanges are filled with punchlines that land
effectively when delivered with precision.

2. Memorable Characters

- Abby and Martha Brewster: The sweet-looking but murderous aunts. - Mortimer
Brewster: The conflicted playwright trying to manage the chaos. - Teddy Brewster: The
eccentric brother who believes he's Theodore Roosevelt. - Jonathan and Dr. Einstein: The
criminal sibling and his accomplice, adding elements of threat and comedy. These
characters offer rich opportunities for actors to develop distinct personalities, comedic
timing, and stage presence.

3. Versatility for Production

The script's setting is confined predominantly to the Brewster’s house, making it ideal for
small to medium theater productions. Its flexibility allows for creative staging, minimal
scene changes, and effective use of props.

4. Balancing Humor and Horror

Kesselring skillfully intertwines comedic moments with darker themes, offering a unique
theatrical experience that provokes both laughter and reflection. This balance challenges
actors and directors to maintain tone and pacing.

Challenges and Considerations in Using the Script

1. Timing and Delivery

The humor in Arsenic and Old Lace heavily depends on precise timing. Comedy relies on
well-timed pauses, delivery of punchlines, and physical comedy. Directors must ensure
actors are well-rehearsed to maximize these elements.



2. Managing Dark Themes

While the play is comedic, it deals with sensitive topics like murder and insanity. Stage
productions should handle these themes with tact, ensuring the humor does not become
distasteful.

3. Casting Requirements

The play demands a talented cast capable of capturing the quirks and nuances of each
character. The roles of the aunts, especially, require actors who can portray innocence
with underlying menace convincingly.

4. Audience Expectations

Given its popularity, audiences often have preconceived notions of the play. Directors
should consider how to bring fresh energy and interpretation to keep the production
engaging and original.

Features and Elements of the Script

1. Scene Structure and Pacing

The script is well-structured with a series of escalating comedic and plot developments.
The pacing is brisk, with each scene building momentum, culminating in a humorous yet
chaotic climax.

2. Language and Style

Kesselring’s writing features witty banter, humorous monologues, and clever
descriptions. The language is accessible but rich with comedic potential, allowing actors
to infuse their performances with personality.

3. Stage Directions

The script includes detailed stage directions that guide actors and directors in timing,
movement, and tone. Proper utilization of these directions is crucial for effective staging.

4. Props and Set Design

While minimalistic, the set design can be enhanced with period-appropriate furniture and
props that reflect the 1940s setting, adding authenticity and visual interest.
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Pros and Cons of the Stage Play Script

Pros: - Engaging blend of comedy and dark themes. - Rich character development
opportunities. - Suitable for small to medium theater groups. - Iconic lines and memorable
characters. - Flexibility in staging and interpretation. Cons: - Heavy reliance on comedic
timing, which can be challenging to execute. - Potential risk of tone imbalance—must
balance humor with darker elements. - Some dialogue may feel dated to modern
audiences without adaptation. - Casting requirements are specific; not all actors may fit
the eccentric roles perfectly. - Audience sensitivity to themes of murder and insanity.

Impact and Legacy of the Play

Since its debut, Arsenic and Old Lace has cemented its place as a theatrical classic. Its
success on stage has led to numerous revivals, film adaptations, and adaptations for
radio and television. The play’s influence extends beyond theater, inspiring parodies,
references in pop culture, and academic discussions about dark comedy. Its legacy lies in
its ability to entertain audiences across generations, illustrating how humor can be found
even in the darkest circumstances. The script remains a valuable resource for aspiring
playwrights and theater companies seeking to stage a comedy that is both challenging
and rewarding.

Conclusion: Is the Script Worth Producing?

In conclusion, the Arsenic and Old Lace stage play script offers a compelling mix of
humor, suspense, and character study. Its appeal lies in its timeless themes, memorable
characters, and clever dialogue. While it presents certain challenges—particularly in
timing and tone—these are surmountable with dedicated rehearsals and thoughtful
direction. For theaters seeking a comedy that will entertain and provoke thought, this
script is undoubtedly a worthwhile choice. Producing Arsenic and Old Lace not only
provides actors and directors an opportunity to showcase their talents but also invites
audiences into a theatrical experience that balances the macabre with the hilarious,
reaffirming the enduring power of good storytelling on stage.

Questions & Answers About arsenic and old lace stage
play script

N
o

Question Answer



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

The play centers around Mortimer Brewster, a
theater critic who discovers that his sweet, elderly
aunts have been poisoning lonely old men with
arsenic, hoping to provide them with 'death with
dignity.' The story combines dark comedy and
suspense as Mortimer tries to handle the situation.

2 Who wrote the original
'Arsenic and Old Lace' stage
play?

The play was written by Joseph Kesselring and
premiered in 1939. It became a popular Broadway
production and later a well-known film adaptation.

3 What are some common
themes explored in the
'Arsenic and Old Lace' stage
play?

Themes include the contrast between appearances
and reality, the absurdity of evil disguised as
innocence, family loyalty, and the dark humor found
in macabre situations.

4 Are there any notable
differences between the
stage play and the film
adaptation of 'Arsenic and
Old Lace'?

Yes, while the core story remains the same, the film
adaptation features some differences in dialogue,
character development, and scenes to better suit
the cinematic format. However, the stage play
maintains a more theatrical and dialogue-driven
presentation.

5 How has 'Arsenic and Old
Lace' remained relevant in
modern theater productions?

Its timeless dark humor, quirky characters, and
exploration of macabre themes continue to
resonate with audiences. The play's flexibility allows
it to be adapted for various theater styles, ensuring
its popularity in contemporary productions.

6 What are some tips for
performing in or directing a
stage production of 'Arsenic
and Old Lace'?

Focus on balancing the dark humor with genuine
emotion, emphasize character quirks, and ensure
that timing and delivery highlight the comedic and
suspenseful elements. Creative staging and set
design can also enhance the play’s theatrical
impact.

Arsenic and Old Lace, stage play script, comedy play, theatrical script, dark comedy,
classic play, Broadway play, vintage theater script, amateur theater, theatrical dialogue
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