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Discussion Series
The Artistic Perspective, hosted by Artistic Director Anita Stewart, is an opportunity for audience 
members to delve deeper into the themes of the show through conversation with special guests. A 
different scholar, visiting artist, playwright, or other expert will join the discussion each time. The 
Artistic Perspective discussions are held after the first Sunday matinee performance.

Page to Stage discussions are presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library. These 
discussions, led by Portland Stage artistic staff, actors, directors, and designers answer questions, 
share stories and explore the challenges of bringing a particular play to the stage. Page to Stage occurs 
at noon on the Tuesday after a show opens at the Portland Public Library’s Main Branch. Feel free 
to bring your lunch!

Curtain Call discussions offer a rare opportunity for audience members to talk about the production 
with the performers.  Through this forum, the audience and cast explore topics that range from the 
process of rehearsing and producing the text to character development to issues raised by the work 
Curtain Call discussions are held after the second Sunday matinee performance.

All discussions are free and open to the public.  Show attendance is not required.  
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at 207.774.0465.



Portland Stage Company Educational Programs are generously supported through the annual 
donations of  hundreds of  individuals and businesses, as well as special funding from:

The Davis Family Foundation

The Onion Foundation

Our Education Media partner  is

Funded in part by a grant from our Educational Partner, the 
Maine Arts Commission, an independent state agency 
supported by the National Endowment for the Arts.

George & Cheryl Higgins
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Thoughts from the Editors:
What historical figure would you be?

I have always been fascinated with historical mysteries, like undocumented cases 
and giant conspiracies. One that has always stuck out to me was Grigorio Rasputin, 
the caretaker of  Alexei Romanov, the son of  Tsar Nicholas II. Alexei suffered from 
hemophilia, which is a condition that makes it nearly impossible for your blood to 
naturally clot in open wounds. Rasputin was said to have magical abilities that aided 
in Alexei’s recovery. Although he was quite a vile man and may have even practiced 
sorcery, the Romanovs felt indebted to him because he kept the heir of  the Russian 
Empire alive. In time, the extended members of  the Romanov family and the Russian 
Parliament hatched a plan to kill Rasputin. They eventually succeeded but it was not 
as simple as they thought it would be. The sisters in Arsenic & Old Lace would have a 
tough time getting this one to their cellar. I highly recommend you look up the story. 
Anyway, I would choose to be Tsar Nicholas II. Although I would not love being 
executed, I would love to see all of  these giant historical moments firsthand.
-TJ Baldassare, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern

It’s hard to pick just one historical figure I’d wish to be, but one that came to mind 
right away was Joan of  Arc. She spent her entire life standing by her convictions 
and doing all she could to help those less fortunate. Year in and year out, she fought 
against the social pressures that worked to subjugate her self-expression and keep 
France an impoverished vassal state. Joan of  Arc was remarkable in her stalwart 
faith that she was doing the right thing. Nobility, the clergy, and many of  her fellow 
citizens stated their total distaste for her refusal to comply with their expectations 
of  women and for her military organization. At her trial, threatened with death, 
she simply needed to confess to her crimes and put on women’s clothing. At first, 
she relented and accepted the conditions, she recanted her confession almost 
immediately, fearing it was dishonest in the eyes of  God and preferring to face being 
burned at the stake rather than compromise her moral values. For this immeasurable 
bravery and defiance of  the social order of  her time, she became revered as a saint 
and a national hero beloved to this day. It just goes to show that doing what’s right 
requires the diligence to push through, whether people agree with you or not.
-ian chace, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern
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If  I could be any historical figure, I would be Jane Austen. On the surface, her life 
was quiet and ordinary, but her novels reveal exceptional insight and wit. From a 
young age, she devoted much of  her time to her writing, which was full of  incisive, 
often ironic observations about the English gentry. She was a keen observer of  the 
life around her, such as social events and courtship rituals. Her unusual choice not 
to marry, combined with the income from her writing, gave her more independence 
than other women of  the Regency period. Although modestly successful in her 
lifetime, she would probably be surprised to see how famous she has become, and 
I’m sure she would have something clever to say about it.
-Julia FiTzgerald, educaTion inTern

While I have no desire whatsoever to live in the past, if  I had to pick, I’d want to 
be Frank Sinatra. Aside from my desire to have his crooning jazz voice, I absolutely 
relish all the beautiful and ultimately fun music he got to sing throughout his career. 
Listening to him throughout my life, I’ve felt a slew of  different emotions ranging 
from joy to heartbreak. The gift he had in translating feeling into song is something 
that vocalists have always striven for, but not always executed as well as Frank. The 
ability to reach people and make them feel so strongly through music is a wonderful 
power that I would not mind wielding if  I were as talented as he was. Also, the 
opportunity to travel the world and share that music with people is something I 
envy. Though he lived a life full of  joyous highs and crushing lows, it is certain that 
he established an indomitable legacy for himself. His voice has a powerful hold over 
me because it conjures up feelings that allow me to recognize universal truth. To 
be able to sing and have audiences feel and react so strongly must have really been 
something.
-colBy Frederick, direcTing & dramaTurgy inTern

If  I could be any historical figure, I think I’d want to go with John F. Kennedy. I 
grew up in Dallas, where Kennedy was assassinated by Lee Harvey Oswald in 1963. 
As a conspiracy nut, I always loved hearing about all of  the theories surrounding 
his death. You might be asking yourself  why I’d want to be a U.S. president who 
was shot by a “magic” bullet. Well that’s easy, with Arsenic & Old Lace being a 
play that revolves around death and murder, it just naturally seemed fitting. More 
importantly, being the man himself  would give me some inside info about what 
actually went down on that unforgettable day. Death aside, learning about JFK’s 
presidency and the 1960s during school was always a fascinating time for me. Also, 
wouldn’t you want to be someone whose death caused as big of  a stir as it did while 
carrying with it an air of  mystery? I know I would!
-chip morris, educaTion inTern
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Focus Questions
1. Think of  a historical figure you admire. What appeals to you about this person? What aspects of  their life 
would you want to emulate?

2. Sometimes the lines between right and wrong can be a bit blurry. Can you think of  a situation or event that 
complicates or challenges the line between right and wrong, good and bad?

3. Arsenic & Old Lace is what we call a farce. Read the article on page 26 for more information about this genre. 
Have you seen any other movies or plays that could be considered farces? What characteristics did they share? 

4. Often we do things for people that we believe are helpful, but that might not always be the case. Think 
about a time you did something to help somebody else. Was the action you took effective? Did it improve or 
worsen the situation?

1. Based on the title, what do you think Arsenic & Old Lace might be about? What do the words “arsenic” and 
“old lace” make you think of? Does this title make you want to see the play?

2. Look up Theodore Roosevelt online or in a library. What achievements is he known for? Choose five 
important events from his life and create a timeline. Then compare your timeline with a classmate’s and 
discuss why each of  you chose your five events.

3. What would you do if  you found out that a family member or friend did something you thought was 
wrong? Would you confront them? Would you keep their secret? Write a short story or scene imagining the 
conversation that might occur.

Pre-Show Activities

President theodore roosevelt



TAble of conTenTs

7PlAynoTes

Table of Contents
Portland Stage’s Arsenic & Old Lace

About the Play 8 

About the Playwright: Joseph Kesselring                                                  9 

Interview with the Director: Paul Mullins 10 

Features on Production: An Interview with Affiliate Artists Maureen Butler and David Noel 12

Putting it Together: Brittany Vasta 14 

Perspectives with the Assistant Director                                                                                                                      15 

The World of  Arsenic & Old Lace

The Mistress and Her Murder Factory 16

A Brief  History of  Poison 18 

Brooklyn in the 1940s 20 

Plastic Surgery and the Mob 21 

Arsenic & Old Lace Perspectives

Chicago: Fair and Foul 22 

The Karloff  Reference 23 

I Hope You’re Adequate 24 

Everyday Poisons 25 

Farce and Commedia Dell’arte 26  

Everyone’s A Critic 28 

Adapting to the Screen... and Beyond 30 

Joseph Moran                                                                                                                                                                  32

Your True Crime Obsessions 33

Extras

Bibliography                36 

Portland Stage Company Education and Outreach  37



PorTlAnd sTAge’s Arsenic & old lAce

8 Arsenic & old lAce

About the Play
Arsenic & Old Lace is an American comedy classic. 
We are presented with a fantastic farce about two 
wonderful old women who take to murdering the 
boarders at their large Brooklyn manor. One of  their 
nephews, convinced he’s Teddy Roosevelt, buries the 
bodies in his “Panama Canal” in the cellar of  the 
home. One day another nephew, Mortimer, stumbles 
across the plans of  his dear old aunties and moves to 
put a stop to it at once. However, before he can pass 
the murders off  on Teddy and have him interred in a 
sanatorium, his brother Jonathan, the third nephew, 
returns from a twenty-year absence with his sniveling 
plastic surgeon, Dr. Einstein. Little do they know that 
Jonathan and Einstein are fresh from a prison break 
in Indiana, having traveled the globe as serial killers, 
and they’ve brought a body of  their own. Jonathan 
has come back to Brooklyn to lie low and convert 
his grandfather’s old laboratory into a plastic surgery 
operation. The story unfolds as Mortimer tries to 
keep his aunts out of  legal trouble while ensuring 
that his vile brother and unsavory accomplice leave.

Arsenic & Old Lace is one of  the most successful 
plays of  all time. It went on to be performed nearly 
3,000 times during its initial run following debut on 
January 10, 1941. In 1944 it was released as major 
motion picture featuring the entire original cast (apart 
from Boris Karloff, who remained on stage as the 
major crowd pleaser) and is consistently ranked as 

one of  the greatest movies of  all time. An indelible 
staple at the high school and collegiate level, the play 
is rarely performed at a professional level, with only 
a handful of  productions in recent years. Portland 
Stage is happy to bring this lurid laugh reel back to 
life for its family-friendly fun and strong presentation 
of  women on stage.

The production of  this play has just as many 
zany twists and turns as the play itself. Originally, 
playwright Joseph Otto Kesselring wrote the script 
as a serious drama about Amy Archer-Gilligan, a 
murderous innkeeper in Hartford, Connecticut, who 
killed 48 people and became a news sensation. It was 
also partially based on the cloistered small Kansas 
town in which Kesselring had spent his early career. 
Funnily enough, when Kesselring moved to have the 
play produced, those who were interested thought it 
ought to be rewritten as a comedy. Kesselring obeyed, 
and his rewrite caught the attention of  producers 
Howard Lindsay and Russel Crouse. However, while 
the pair loved the story and the concept, they didn’t 
like the actual writing. Crouse and Lindsay went on 
to rewrite the whole thing, peppering the script with 
the quick wit and pop culture references that turned 
the work into the timeless classic we know and love.

Maureen Butler (aBBy), ross Cowan (MortiMer), and Christine MCMurdo-wallis (Martha). 
Photo Credit: aaron FlaCke.
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About the Playwright

Joseph Otto Kesselring (1902–1967) was an 
American playwright born in New York City to 
German and Anglo-Canadian immigrants. Both of  
his parents taught vocal music, which meant Kessel-
ring often found himself  in and around the theater 
as a child. As a young man, he took on his parent’s 
profession. He moved to North Newton, Kansas, 
to teach music and to direct plays at Bethel College, 
a Mennonite school. Kesserling never felt at home 
there, in part due to his being an Episcopalian, and 
partially due to the intense isolationist sentiment felt 
amongst his colleagues. 

After two years, he left the school and went on to 
work professionally at theaters in upstate New York 
as an actor. However, Bethel College would leave 
an impression. The political atmosphere, build-
ings, and people in North Newton were so influ-
ential that many members of  the town recognize 
the characters and locations correlating to real-life 
counterparts. Following his sojourn upstate, Kes-
serling returned to New York City, where he would 

begin writing plays. Over his career, he completed 
twelve full-length scripts, four of  which would 
find their way to Broadway. Of  the four, Arsenic 
& Old Lace was the only one that reached measur-
able success, but it would go on to be one of  the 
most successful scripts in the history of  theater. It 
was performed nearly 3,000 times in the three-year 
period between 1941 when it opened in New York, 
and 1944, when it closed in London. Following 
Arsenic & Old Lace, only one more of  Kesserling’s 
plays would find its way to Broadway, and like the oth-
ers it did not fare very well. He continued to work as a 
teacher until his death in his home city of  New York. 

To recognize his contribution to American theater as 
a writer and a teacher, the National Arts Club created 
the Kesselring Prize to be awarded to up-and-coming 
playwrights. The prestigious recognition is awarded 
annually to this day, and has gone on to launch the 
careers of  famous writers like Tony Kushner, Anna 
Deavere Smith, and José Rivera.

JosePh kesselring

selecTed lisT oF Works By The auThor

 Aggie Appleby, Maker of  Men

 There’s Wisdom in Women

 Cross-Town

 Arsenic & Old Lace

 Four Twelves are Forty-Eight

 Mother of  that Wisdom
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Interview with the Director
Here we are sitting down with the ever-energetic Paul 
Mullins for a conversation about what makes this 
play tick. Directing his twelfth play at Portland Stage, 
and his third with actresses Christine and Maureen. 
We delve into what it’s like to work with old friends, 
how you make a comedy come to life, and why we 
still come back to Arsenic & Old Lace today.

PlayNotes: What is something that you love about 
this play?

Paul Mullins: I think what I love about this play is 
the spirit of  it. That these two women, no mater what 
they might be doing in the play, have a generosity of  
spirit that is what I think is the reason this play is 
still around. The reason we still have it is because 
its funny, it’s beautifully plotted, and yet at the very 
bottom of  it, it has a generosity of  spirit that an 
audience loves to be a part of. You know, it’s worth 
pointing out, it’s got a dark side too. Both the aunts 
and the story itself  are imbued with this incredible 
generosity and dark twist. 

PN: In rehearsal, you had us all bring in a detail about 
how we first encountered this play. Do you want to 
explain why you had us do that and what your first 
encounter with the play was? 

PM: Well I think that I love Arsenic & Old Lace, 
because it seems to me we all know it. Whether we 
know really anything about it, we all know that play 
Arsenic & Old Lace. So it was interesting to ask the 
company how they first stumbled upon it. My first 
encounter was in the 9th grade when the drama club 
at my high school did the play and it was one of  
the first plays I remember. I don’t remember all that 
much about it, but I remember it so it seems to have 
always lived with me. And I think for lots of  us, it’s 
like this. That it’s just always been around. It was 
interesting to see in a company of  people ranging in 
age from 20 to 70 that it’s all there for each person; 
someone knows something about it; so I love it as a 
historical piece that’s still very alive for us today. 

PN: What are some of  the challenges that present 
itself  when you’re working on a comedy?

PM: You know, I always think part of  my job is to stay 
out of  the way of  the actors. If  you hire great actors, 
which we have, the play will reveal itself  through 
them. I hope I’m here to guide that, I hope that we 
are here to figure out how best to tell that story, to 
bring that humor that’s on the page and every word 
out, and yet be true to what’s going on. Not to try to 
make it funny—it is funny—to let it live. And, part of  
that, won’t ultimately—won’t happen until we start 
doing it in front of  the audience, which is the other 
part of  the equation and they tell us what they’re 
getting, what they’re not getting, what’s working, 
what’s not working, that is the beauty of  this kind of  
play, from the day the first audience sees it to the day 
it closes it will be a constant communication between 
the actors and the audience to tell the story in the 
best possible way. 

Photo oF Paul Mullins, direCtor
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PN: So this is your twelfth show at Portland Stage. 
Is it true you’ve also worked on a number of  shows 
with our lovely leading ladies Christine and Maureen 
playing sisters?

PM: One. I’ve worked with them as sisters in one 
other play. Well it’s an interesting thing because I’ve 
known Christine for a long time and I’ve known 
Maureen since the second show I directed here, 
which they were both in. It’s a very interesting thing, 
with any sort of  group of  people you get to work 
with more than once. There is knowledge, a history, 
that’s the real word I was looking for, there’s a history 
between people that is already there. It’s built in. 
Maureen and Christine have worked with each other 
a long time and genuinely enjoyed working with each 
other for a long time. So they already walk in with a 
history behind them that makes them sisters. They 
don’t have to work at it, they are like sisters. And 
so those head starts, those histories are palpable 
and therefore don’t have to be worked on but exist 
already. And it’s a wonderful thing for a director to 
have that work just be. Not to be something we have 
to explore because it already lives. 

PN: Can you talk about the way Arsenic & Old 
Lace is ahead of  its time in the way it represents its 
characters? 

PM: I think its an interesting play for its time and for 
all time because the women in the play are on the one 
hand, quite the cliché that you think you understand, 
and when it starts they’re just sweet and kind and 
you know, doing old lady things, but then it turns out 
they’re completely different people. They’re much 
smarter, much more cunning, they’re much more 
alive than you think they are. And then Elaine, who 
you seems like a regular, innocent, ingénue, who’s, 
you know, ready to get married and let the man lead 
her on anyway he wants, I mean, lead her into her 
life anyway he wants, turns out to be not that at all. 
She’s very much a woman in her own right. She’s 
going to get what she wants. She’s after the things 
that will make her happy. You know, along with him 
rather than in service to him. And I think those are 
astonishing and very interesting women for a play 
written in 1940 and even for one written in 2017. 

ross Cowan as MortiMer in arsenic & old lace. Photo Credit: aaron FlaCke.
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Features on Production
Here at  Portland Stage, we are fortunate enough 
to have a rotating ensemble of  Affiliate Artists that 
do work ranging from acting to teaching. In a rare 
occurence, two of  our artists have been cast in our 
2017 production of  Arsenic & Old Lace. Because this 
doesn’t happen often, PlayNotes wanted to talk to 
them and feature their stories here. Check it out! 

PlayNotes: What does it mean to be an Affiliate 
Artist at Portland Stage? Why do you think the 
Affiliate Artist program is important?

Maureen Butler: I love being an Affiliate Artist here. 
It’s a wonderful group of  really creative people who 
have become close and enjoy working on projects 
together.

Daniel Noel: I’m very happy, and fortunate, to be a 
part of  the Affiliate Artists. Being a part of  this group 
gives us, as individual artists, the chance to reach out 
to larger and more diverse groups of  people than 
we would as single entities. The cooperative projects 
allow us to feed off  each other’s creative energy and 
share knowledge. Oh, and it’s fun. . . And we all like 
each other a great deal.

PN: What is it like to work on a show with your 
friends and colleagues? How is the process different 
from doing a show with people you have not worked 
with before?

MB: Working with friends and colleagues is almost 
like a short cut in doing a play together. We know 
each other so well and are aware of  one another’s 
timing and approach. Also, we really have great fun 
together and can tease one another, short-cutting all 
the “getting to know you” business.

DN: Working with friends and colleagues is always 
a joy. Of  course, it helps if  they are excellent actors, 
as well as excellent friends. The process isn’t so much 
different as it is enhanced. You already know how a 
colleague approaches their work, so you can go to all 
new levels of  interaction.

PN: What makes this show different from others 
you have acted in at Portland Stage? What are you 
most looking forward to about this production?

MB: This show is really a farce and it greatly depends 
on perfect timing to have it all make sense and to 
set up the jokes and physical business. It’s very old-
fashioned in a good way and it’s fun to live in that 
world for a while.

DN: There’s a comfortable feeling of  familiarity 
about this play’s sensibilities and style. I don’t mean it 
is any easier to be a part of  as a performer, but there 
is a “now this is good solid theater!” feel to doing it. 
I look forward to spending time working with this 
extremely funny and gifted director, cast, and crew. 

daniel noel

Maureen Butler
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I still have a lot to learn and by this point, I hope, I 
have a lot to offer.

PN: What keeps you coming back to work at 
Portland Stage? What do you like about the Portland 
theater community?

MB: I live in Portland and love the theater community 
here. There are several theaters and most of  the 
actors know one another and have worked together. 
We also have a great social life.

DN: Quality, challenge, and comradery. That answers 
both questions.

PN: In addition to acting on the mainstage, you both 
work in Portland Stage’s education programs as teaching 
artists: What is your favorite part about teaching? 
Do you feel like there’s a difference between acting 
for the mainstage and acting in programs for kids?

MB: Doing Theater for Kids is a real joy. It’s fantastic 
to see their faces light up at the readings and to 
watch them work on aspects of  the book itself. Real 
enthusiasm and discovery. Acting with kids has such 
an interactive quality to it, combining education with 
the pure joy of  doing a play. They love being animals 
in books, exploring the way they move and sound.

DN: There shouldn’t be any difference in the way 
you act on the mainstage and the way you act for 
kids. You need to communicate, to tell a story, to 
be “real for your audience” in both situations. You 
adjust your tools accordingly. It’s always a learning 
process for both audience and actor. Good acting 
should know no age.

Maureen Butler (aBBy), ross CowaM (MortiMer), and Christine MCMurdo-wallis (Martha) in a 
PuBliCity Photo For arsenic & old lace. Photo Credit: aaron FlaCke.
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Putting it Together: Brittany Vasta
Brittany Vasta has been a scenic designer for many 
plays here at Portland Stage and around the country. 
We sat down with her to discuss the immense success 
and popularity of  Arsenic & Old Lace and how that 
might impact her design process. 

PlayNotes: What do you find exciting and/or 
challenging about designing Arsenic & Old Lace?

Brittany Vasta: I was particularly excited about 
designing a room that felt both haunting and friendly 
at the same time. Arsenic & Old Lace is a challenging 
show to design because of  all the functional scenic 
elements that are integral to the storytelling. The 
front door, second level, cellar door, kitchen door, 
and window with working window seat are important 
to the timing and therefore to the comedy.

PN: Did you find any inspiration from past 
productions or from the movie when designing 
Arsenic & Old Lace?

BV: I am careful not to look at previous productions 
of  any show I am working on because I don’t want to 
be too influenced by how a team approached a show 
in the past. I do significant research about location 
and atmosphere, however. I looked at a lot of  
Victorian homes in Brooklyn and tried to capture the 
feeling of  these homes while still creating a dramatic 
space that could support the event and mood of  the 
play.

PN: You have a history of  working with Paul Mullins. 
How is the design and overall production process of  
the show different with him?

BV: I am very lucky to have had so many opportunities 
to work with Paul in the past. He is a great director 
who trusts and encourages his design collaborators. I 
create some of  my best work with him! I find that we 
are drawn to similar types of  spaces and ideas and so 
have developed a lot of  trust in the process. I think 
this allows me to design each world more completely 
and confidently. 

PN: Who do you find inspiring as a scenic designer, 
either currently or when you were first starting?

BV: I am very inspired by the set designer Mimi Lien. 
I have worked with her as an assistant and associate 
designer for the past few years. Her designs are 
often broad-stroke gestures that create evocative and 
interesting spaces for performance to occur. I always 
appreciate the thoughtfulness of  her process and 
her ability to distill the work into these compelling 
designs.  As a designer I am particularly interested 
in spaces that are both intimate and epic at the same 
time and I find that Mimi’s work often has these 
qualities.

PN: What about Portland continues to bring you 
back to work here?

BV: I love working at Portland Stage! It’s a warm 
and friendly environment. An artistic director who 
is also a designer is a rare gem for a theater to have 
and I think Anita Stewart is a big reason why this 
theater is a great place for designers to work. It’s also 
a pleasure to work with the technical director, Ted 
Gallant. I am always happy with how the designs are 
interpreted and executed. 

design rendering By Brittany vasta.
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Perspectives with an Assistant Director
Working on Arsenic & Old Lace 
thus far has been a wonderful and 
transformative experience. This 
play was one of  the shows I 
hoped I would be assigned to at 
the beginning of  the season, but 
I selected it for its strong female 
leads rather than any special 
enjoyment of  the text. My primary 
association with script is, as I think 
most peoples is, the irreverent 
comedy put on by high schools 
across the country. Much to my 
surprise, it turns out that this 
script is a real treasure in many 
ways. From its hilarious banter to 
it’s support of  women’s agency, 
there is a lot more offered than I 
think many theater-makers realize.

Everyday in the rehearsal room has 
been a joy. During my last production, Sotto Voce, the 
mood was typically serious. Working on Nilo Cruz’s 
script about the lives of  refugees was a powerful 
experience but its somber tone rarely lead to levity. 
In contrast, almost every minute in producing Arsenic 
& Old Lace has been colored by riotous laughter. 
Since this is a comedy, we’ve go to work to make 
every line either setting up a joke or landing another. 
This demands extreme creativity from our actors, 
yet they never fail to disappoint. The solutions they 
manage to pull from thin air are always unexpected 
and uproarious. A personal favorite of  mine is as 
follows: We knew that Jonathan needed to be wearing 
his hat in the middle of  the scene. We also knew that 
it needed to end up on the hat rack by the end. But 
due to a sight gag later in the scene, it was going to be 
impossible for him to simply put it on the rack. After 
trying a few ideas and nothing coming to fruition, 
we opted to move on. Later in the scene, without 
any provocation, Jonathan, in the middle of  an angry 
rant suddenly hurled his hat flying across the room 
landing it perfectly on the rack. The room exploded 
in hysterics. 

While working on this show 
has been incredibly fun, no 
script is perfect. One of  the first 
conversations we had addressed 
the antiquated and frankly racist 
language typical in American 
theater at the time. However, as 
artists it is our responsibility to 
ensure our work is funny for 
everyone. Accordingly, we made 
edits and changed the script to 
be more inclusive and funnier to 
boot. Its important to remember 
that one is not at the expense 
of  the other, but that inclusivity 
goes hand and hand with comedy. 
Along the same lines, we’ve 
focused carefully on how to 
ensure our audience is laughing 

with, rather than at, the women on 
stage. Arsenic & Old Lace was way 

ahead of  its time in the way it centers women at the 
core of  the story and assign them agency uncommon 
to women of  its era. To this effect, there have been 
many conversations about accentuating the qualities 
of  these women that make them so strong. For 
example, while it probably won’t make it’s way into 
the show, at one point we had the witty and defiant 
Elaine smoking a cigar. 

Simply put, one of  the best things about working 
on an uproarious comedy like this is getting to come 
to work and laugh everyday. It hardly feels like work 
when your job is to laugh hard and suggest how you 
might have laughed harder. 
 

ian ChaCe, assistant direCtor 
and draMaturg
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The Mistress and her Murder Factory

One of  Joseph Kesselring’s major inspirations 
for writing Arsenic & Old Lace was the sensational 
murder and trial of  Amy Archer-Gilligan (née 
Duggan). Amy Duggan was born one of  ten children 
to loving parents in Milton, Connecticut. As a child, 
she was beloved by her family and sent to a boarding 
school to receive an above average education, and 
then a “normal school”, a school specializing in 
social etiquette customary for girls. As a result she 
was married to James Archer at a young age, and, 
shortly after, her and her husband were hired as 
caretakers of  the estate of  an elderly man, John 
Seymour. In order to take care of  him, they moved 
into his home in Newington, Connecticut in 1901. 
In 1904, Seymour died and his relatives converted 
his home into a boarding house for the elderly. 
They hired the Archers to continue as the primary 
caretakers residing in the home, which was operated 
as Sister Amy’s Nursing Home for the Elderly. In 
1907, the relatives decided to sell the home and the 
Archer’s moved into their Prospect Street residence 
in Windsor, Connecticut, where Ms. Archer would 
begin her decade long killing spree. 
 
When the couple moved, they used their savings 
to purchase the property rather than continuing to 

rent. Wishing to capitalize on the local recognition 
of  the Archer name, Ms. Archer and her husband 
opened their house as the Archer Home for the 
Elderly and Infirm. Three years later, James Archer 
died weeks after taking out a life insurance policy 
naming Ms. Archer as the soul benefactor. It is 
widely understood she killed him. Officially, his 
cause of  death was Bright’s disease, a generic name 
for kidney failure. While there was no suspicion at 
the time, nearly all of  Ms. Archer-Gilligan’s victims 
had some type of  kidney complications owing to 
her preferred method of  poisoning with an arsenic 
and strychnine based rat poison. The money from 
the life insurance policy enabled Amy to continue 
operating the house as a caretaking facility. It 
was at this point Ms. Archer began her murder 
spree and developed an addiction to morphine. 

Between 1906 and 1916, 60 people died in her care, 
but only 12 died in the first three years. The rest 
died between 1909 and 1916. There is evidence that 
she killed at least 20 of  these people, it is suspected 
she killed the rest, and some estimates place the 
death toll at closer to 100. In 1913, Amy Archer 
married Michael Gilligan, a wealthy investor and 
entrepreneur who was interested in Amy and her 
business. However, only three months later, he was 
found dead, again of  complications with his kidneys 
and his digestive track, with a will leaving everything 
to his new wife. The will would later turn out to be a 
forgery committed by Amy Archer-Gilligan. 

Two months after Gilligan died, a man named 
Franklin Andrews who had been gardening on Ms. 
Archer-Gilligan’s property, dropped dead. For a third 
time, the official cause of  death was complication 
relating to his digestive tract and his kidneys. Andrews’ 
sister Nellie became suspicious, as she had seen her 
brother in good health the day before. She became 
convinced Ms. Archer-Gilligan had something to 
do with it when she found a collection letters from 
Ms. Archer-Gilligan to her brother demanding large 
sums of  money sent shortly before his death. Nellie 
reported this to the district attorney but was ignored 
as law enforcement found the idea that an older 

aMy arCher-gilligan



The World of Arsenic & old lAce

17PlAynoTes

woman could be systematically murdering dozens 
of  her patients preposterous. Unsatisfied, Nellie sent 
her findings to the Hartford Courant. 

On May 9th, 1916, the Hartford Courant published the 
first of  what would become a long series of  articles 
about “The Murder Factory.” The article turned 
out to be a sensational hit, and its eerie proposition 
captured the imaginations of  readers across the 
state.  As the case became more and more familiar 
to Connecticut residents, State Police were spurred 
to action. About a year after the article came to 
light, police completed the exhumation and testing 
of  five bodies; Gilligan, Andrews, and three other 
residents. It was discovered that all five had died of  
a combination of  strychnine and arsenic and that 
Gilligan’s will had been forged. 

Initially, the police suspected a local doctor of  
the murders as accounts showed him selling large 
quantities of  the substances and no single individual 
seemed to be buying such large quantities of  the 
poison. When the investigation drew to a halt, law 
enforcement chose to more closely investigate the 
records. It was shown that many of  the people who 
had died had been sent to buy rat poison for the 

Archer Home for the Elderly and the Infirm, and 
that just prior to death, Ms. Archer-Gilligan had 
asked for large quantities of  money from her victims. 
The police managed to extrapolate this pattern to 
a number of  people who passed away under Ms. 
Archer-Gilligan’s care, and coupled with the forgery 
of  Gilligan’s will, this proved enough to arrest Ms. 
Archer-Gilligan. At first, she was charged with five 
counts of  murder, but her lawyer managed to have it 
reduced to a single count. In June of  1917, she was 
found guilty and sentenced to death. However, she 
appealed, and argued that her morphine addiction 
had made her insane. In 1919, she was found guilty 
for a second time, but sentenced to life in prison. 

In 1924, Ms. Archer-Gilligan was found to be 
insane and moved to a state psychiatric facility in 
Middletown. She lived there until her death in 1962 at 
the age of  89. In her years at the hospital, she became 
a devout Christian and was known for traveling to 
local churches to speak about atonement. There is 
evidence that she heard about Arsenic & Old Lace and 
found it distasteful, expressing that she didn’t feel the 
story was a laughing matter. 

Photo oF arCher- gilligan’s hoMe as it stands today.
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A Brief History of Poison
Since the earliest days of  mankind, murder has been 
used as a particularly nefarious means to an end. Even 
the earliest humans could understand the action and 
intention of  killing, but how long did it take for us to 
realize that the act didn’t have to be so brutal, and in 
some cases, even detectable? In Arsenic & Old Lace, 
we meet two lovely spinsters who seem sweet enough 
to never hurt a fly. They commit the act of  murder 
against lonely elderly gentlemen who cross paths with 
them, and though they never kill them with brute 
force or torturous means, they 
assist them in leaving this life 
with the finesse and grace that 
accompanies one of  the oldest 
and most secretive weapons. 

Violence has always existed. 
Whether killing for food or 
killing for power, weapons 
have often been used to kill. 
It would then make sense that 
the first major advancement in 
human weaponry would make 
completing the job a little easier. In the 1970s, a 
notched wooden stick thought to be 24,000 years 
old was found in South Africa’s Border Cave. After 
extensive testing, a research team in France was able 
to detect traces of  poisonous castor beans.  This is 
the earliest evidence of  poison being used by humans. 
The utilization of  the world’s natural elements 
as deadly instrumentation would advance over 
thousands of  years through trials and tribulations. 
Sometimes, the methods for concocting them would 
seem a bit strange. One such example is the ancient 
Chinese poison known as Gu, a concoction that 
dates back to the 14th century B.C. This poison was 
created by putting various poisonous animals in a 
sealed container until they ate each other. Whatever 
animal remained was considered highly poisonous, 
and was then ground up and used as a new poison.
 Before we had Chemistry, we had Alchemy. Alchemy 
was an arcane science that claimed its goal was the 
transformation of  matter from one substance to 
another substances like gold. Alchemists would 
do this by experimenting with the known periodic 

elements, believing if  they reacted to each other 
under certain circumstances, they would transmute, 
or change. One of  the earliest documented people 
to identify with this title was an Egyptian man from 
the Nile Delta named Democritus.  He lived around 
200 B.C.E., and was known for writing the Physica et 
Mystica, a document of  recipes for creating pigments, 
dyes, and even gold. Most of  this was written in an 
indecipherable language that cannot be translated. 
While Alchemy certainly flourished in the West, it 

also had prominence in China, 
India, and the Middle East. The 
practice would gain notoriety in 
the 17th and 18th centuries in 
Europe, but it would also become 
known for its fatal nature. These 
early forms of  chemists would 
create reactions out of  elements 
like mercury, lead, and arsenic 
to devastating effect. While the 
practice often slowly poisoned 
its practitioners over time from 
dangerous exposure to unsafe 

elements these effects were largely unintentional, 
and that didn’t stop some from developing ways to 
use this to their advantage.

Arsenic was first isolated as an element in the 13th 
century by Albertus Magnus, a medieval Alchemist, 
but it wasn’t officially named until 1310.  Despite this, 
it had been alluded to with other names in various 
texts for centuries. An ancient Greek writer named 
Dioscorides wrote of  natural arsenic sulfides as a 
remedy to ailments like warts and “skin eruptions.” 
Even still, the element has a long-standing association 
with murder. The Ancient Assyrians of  the 8th and 
9th centuries B.C.E. knew what the element was, and 
the Greeks and Romans knew how to turn the base 
element into the deadly arsenic trioxide that is almost 
always referenced when people say “arsenic.” The 
brilliance of  using this particular element as a poison 
was that for so long, it was undetectable. Popular 
opinion states that Agrippina, the fourth wife and 
biological niece of  Emperor Claudius, poisoned her 
husband in 54 C.E. This was done so that her son, 
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who would grow to be Emperor Nero, could quickly 
ascend to the throne instead of  Claudius’ actual son.  
In the late 17th century, a woman named Toffana 
(or Tofana) of  Sicily was credited for sending about 
500 people to their early deaths. She sold a solution 
called Aqua Toffana, which was publicly marketed 
as a holy water, however, it was predominately sold 
to unhappy wives who would prefer to be widows. 
The poison was slow-acting to give the illusion 
that the victims were dying of  an actual illness.

While arsenic was a popular form of  poison, it 
wasn’t the only one. Lead poisoning is often thought 
of  as accidental, because of  its everyday presence 
in drinking water, dust from lead-based paints, 
and smog. Cato the Elder, a Roman Historian, 
documented the use of  lead pots and pipes in 180 
B.C.E. with his De Agria Cultura.  Centuries later, lead 
would be used as a then undetectable tool against 
Pope Clement II. Whether or not he was actually 
poisoned by Benedict IX or simply had too much 
wine affected by sweetener made in lead pots is 
unknown, but analysis of  his bones centuries later 
confirm that lead was the cause of  his death. 

This is all just a small sample of  the many uses 
of  poison throughout human history. Today, we 
have gone beyond putting deadly chemicals in 

our food and drink to creating biological warfare. 
Recent decades have seen mass poisonings 
such as the Jonestown Massacre in 1978. A cult-
leader killed off  all of  his followers by shooting 
them and forcing others to drink Kool-Aid laced 
with cyanide.  Despite the damning act of  killing 
someone, the Brewster sisters have pure intentions 
based in benevolence. Misguided as they are in 
their execution, they’re not the first to give a swift 
and nearly traceless death.  

roMan statues deFPiCting the young nero (leFt) and his Mother aggriPina (right).
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The world of  Arsenic & Old Lace is bustling with 
lively— and not so lively— people of  varying wit 
and intrigue. All kinds of  character archetypes can 
be found within the New Yorkers hurrying in and 
out of  the Brewster household. Aside from the more 
nefarious Jonathan Brewster, the characters in the 
play have a strong sense of  community and sympathy 
for one another. This common bond is something 
that many New Yorkers were embodying in the years 
after the Great Depression. When the play premiered 
in August of  1941, the United States had yet to enter 
the Second World War; the attack on Pearl Harbor 
would not occur until December seventh of  that 
year. The economy was slowly recovering from the 
exponential decline because of  the Stock Market 
Crash of  1929, and New York was ground zero for 
this period of  reconstruction. To understand the 
world of  the play, it is important to see what kind of  
Brooklyn inspired Joseph Kesselring to write these 
characters in the first place. 

Brooklyn was simply booming. The varying sectors 
of  the borough contained thousands of  people, and 
were seeing constant construction to make room 
for larger sizes of  families. The population of  the 
borough from largest to smallest was white residents, 
African-Americans, white immigrants, and then non-
white immigrants. For reference in size of  population, 
one sector called Stuyvesant, had a population of  
149,647 in the year 1943; this was a larger population 
than the entire city of  Tulsa, Oklahoma. Trolleys still 
roamed the streets as thousands of  people flooded in 

and out of  restaurants and retail shops in places like 
Bushwick each day. Many people living in Brooklyn 
were working class, and their ranks would see a sharp 
increase in areas like Brooklyn Heights because of  the 
influx of  work positions that would become available 
at the U.S. Navy Yard during wartime. The industrial 
energies that Brooklyn would produce in terms of  
economic sustainability and socio-cultural morale 
was significant; it would not wane until the 1950’s.

Movies were the most popular form of  entertainment 
as the Golden Age of  Hollywood was continuing 
to produce classic films. In the theater, the era of  
vaudeville was now in a steady decline. Musical 
comedies like Anything Goes and The Boys from Syracuse 
had been popular in the 1930s when the masses 
needed escape from their daily lives in the form of  
entertainment. This era produced new stars like Ethel 
Merman and Mary Martin. Something revolutionary 
was on the horizon in the theater community, as 1943 
would see the game-changing musical Oklahoma! leap 
onto the stage. The arts had a major effect on the 
people of  New York City now because so many of  the 
young men from each borough, especially Brooklyn, 
were going to be sent off  to a war from which many 
never returned. A sense of  patriotism was in the air, 
and the communal force can be acknowledged in the 
characters of  Kesselring’s play, as well. Times may 
have been hard, but New Yorkers have a good deal 
of  experience in facing adversity. 

Brooklyn in the 1940s
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Plastic Surgery and the Mob
Plastic Surgery, or the process of  altering the human 
body surgically, has been practiced since the age of  the 
ancient Egyptians. In the 1900s (more so during the 
World Wars), plastic surgery was commonly used as a 
medical practice in the military to treat patients who 
suffered bullet-based injuries to the face. Since then, 
plastic surgery has become Americanized as a practice 
to help wealthy individuals enhance and achieve 
beauty standards. Much like with the military finding 
use for plastic surgery in the 1900s, early 20th-century 
criminal organizations found uses for it of  their own.

A famous gang whose leaders were notorious for 
undergoing plastic surgery to evade arrest was the 
Barker-Karpis gang. Headed by Alvin Karpis, aided 
by Barker brother “sidekicks,” they were best known 
for committing bank and train robberies. They also 
orchestrated two kidnappings of  wealthy bigshots, 
the second of  which lead to the gang’s downfall. After 
the FBI discovered prints connecting gang leaders 
to the second kidnapping, Alvin Karpis and Fred 
Barker had their faces altered and their fingerprints 
removed. The operations, both performed by Joseph 
Moran (see the article titled “Inspired by Joseph 
Moran” on page 32), weren’t too successful. The 
work done on the fingerprints was flawless but the 
facial work was quite lacking, eventually leading to 
the two gang leaders being caught.

Another infamous case of  plastic surgery emerging from 
the world of  underground crime and smuggling was that 
of  Tommaso Buscetta. After a rough history in dealings 
with the mafia and facing numerous arrests, Buscetta 
turned to the life of  an informant in Italy. Fearing attack 
for having aided in the arrest of  more than 300 mafia 
members, Buscetta was allowed to live in the United 
States under the witness protection program. Buscetta 
underwent plastic surgery before grounding himself  
in the United States. Plastic surgery wasn’t just used as 
a ploy for members of  organized crime rings to evade 
arrest, but it was also used as a tool for those looking to 
evade detection by crime rings themselves. In Buscetta’s 
case it seemed to be successful, considering that he died 
of  cancer rather than at the hands of  the mafia.
Plastic surgery wasn’t just used as an evasive tool in 

the 1900s. Even in the 21st century, plastic surgery 
is actively performed to help those fleeing arrest. 
This includes Andrew Moran, who is considered 
one of  Britain’s most wanted. According to an 
article by Andrew Hough, “Moran, 28, also from 
Manchester, had undergone surgery to change 
his appearance and used fake Irish and Lithuanian 
passports to remain on the run.” Allegedly, 
Andrew Moran was also scheduled to receive laser 
eye surgery to conceal his identify even further. 
Despite all his efforts, Andrew would eventually 
be arrested in 2013 for charges of  drug trafficking.

According to an essay titled “The Activities and 
Personnel of  Twenty-First Century Organized 
Crime” by Richter H. Moore, Jr., “The 21st century 
will continue to see many levels and degrees of  
sophistication of  organized crime.” Even though 
plastic surgery was implemented into the crime world 
in the 1900s, it still serves as a relevant practice today 
for the criminal underworld. Technology and science 
continue to grow, which can lead to a wider variety 
of  evasion tactics that can be taken on by organized 
crime gangs. On a positive note, if  Arsenic & Old 
Lace is any indication, at least it can serve promising 
material for future plays!

Photo oF Fred Barker.
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Chicago: Fair and Foul

Mortimer Brewster’s brother, Jonathan, is a sinister 
character. Mortimer remembers him as a cruel young 
boy, and he has changed little since then. Since 
running away from home some years earlier, he has 
led a life of  crime and committed multiple murders, 
apparently without remorse. In fact, he is proud of  
the number of  people he has killed and eager for 
opportunities to increase his total! While we know 
little of  the specifics of  his career, we learn that he 
and his accomplice, Dr. Einstein, spent the last five 
years working in Chicago. They might have arrived 
in the city at the time of  the Century of  Progress 
International Exposition, also called the World’s Fair, 
which took place from 1933 to 1934.

Jonathan’s aunts also remember having spent time 
Chicago during a World’s Fair, possibly the 1933–
34 Exposition. However, given the aunts’ age, it is 
equally possible that they visited Chicago during the 
World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893, more than 
forty years before the action of  the play.

A reference to the 1893 fair would recall an earlier, but 
far from innocent, time. While the Chicago World’s 
Fairs were dazzling attractions that showcased the 
artistic and technological innovations of  their time, 
the fairs also provided an opportunity for criminals 
to ply their trade in relative anonymity. 

If  Jonathan found 1930s Chicago a hospitable place 
to practice crime, others found a similar haven nearly 
half  a century before. Even before the World’s 
Columbian Exposition in the 1890s, Chicago had 
become a destination for people looking for work or 
a fresh start, thus attracting large numbers of  single 
men and women without families to notice if  they 
disappeared. The glitter of  the growing city masked 
a high murder rate. Jonathan’s character and career 
bring to mind one particularly sinister figure from 
this time, a certain Dr. H. H. Holmes.

Outwardly, Holmes was a charming, entrepreneurial 
doctor who opened a hotel on the South Side of  
Chicago just in time to welcome visitors to the 
Columbian Exposition. He was also, as investigators 
discovered two years after the fair, a ruthless serial 
killer who murdered at least nine people. He carried 
out many of  his crimes from his custom-built 
“hotel,” a building whose secret rooms, gas jets, 
and other features enabled his murderous pursuits. 
(The hotel was constructed by successive teams of  
workmen, so that no one but Holmes knew the 
complete design.) In addition, his career as a doctor 
and pharmacist gave him easy access to victims and 
surgical implements. A pattern emerges among his 
known crimes: he would seduce young women who 
were alone in Chicago, promising marriage (although 
he was already married), and eventually the women 
would disappear. First, though, he would convince 
them to take out a life insurance policy naming him 
as the beneficiary, so that he would receive money 
upon their death. He is also known to have killed 
four children and at least one man.

The fictional Jonathan Brewster, operating in 
Chicago around the time of  the Century of  Progress 
Exposition, resembles Holmes in his ruthlessness and 
complete lack of  empathy. Like Holmes, he evidently 
enjoys the act of  killing, relishing the prospect of  
finishing off  his brother by “the Melbourne method” 
because of  its “aesthetic satisfaction.” Although not 
a doctor himself, he apparently uses Dr. Einstein’s 
surgical tools in some of  his murders. 

dr. h. h. holMes
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He also resembles Holmes in his reliance on deception 
and false identities: Holmes used multiple aliases 
throughout his life (his given name was Herman 
Webster Mudgett), while Jonathan changes his face so 
completely that even his family doesn’t recognize him.

The two Chicago murderers, real and fictional, 
differ in their methods and choice of  victims. 
Holmes primarily preyed on young women, 
earning their trust with his deceptively charming 
demeanor. Jonathan does not appear to share 
Holmes’s specific interest in women, since the 
victims he and Dr. Einstein discuss are male. He is 
prone to fits of  anger and kills those who become 
inconvenient to him, rather than luring people into 
his confidence over months or years. Jonathan also 
lacks Holmes’s affable charm: his quick temper and 
horror movie face inspire fear rather than trust.

Given these differences, it is doubtful that Kesselring 
based Jonathan Brewster entirely on Holmes. Still, 
the references to Chicago and the World’s Fair place 
Jonathan in the lineage of  murderers and gangsters 
that populated the Chicago underworld in the late 
19th and early 20th centuries. In addition, Jonathan 
calls to mind many of  the stereotypical features 
associated with serial killers, from his boyhood 
cruelty to his long list of  murders. In this sense, 
his portrayal owes a debt to Holmes, who was one 
of  the first known serial killers in America and 
became something of  an archetype in the popular 
imagination. In his Confessions, published in 1896, 
Holmes wrote, “I was born with the devil in me. I 
could not help the fact that I was a murderer, no 
more than the poet can help the inspiration to sing.” 
Whether or not the resemblance is intentional, the 
same could be said of  Jonathan Brewster.

You might have noticed a reoccurring joke throughout 
Arsenic & Old Lace surrounding the character Jonathan 
Brewster, Mortimer’s criminally active brother (and 
antagonist of  the play) who is accompanied by the 
oddball surgeon Dr. Einstein. Several characters 
make remarks toward Jonathan Brewster, claiming 
that he bears a striking resemblance to Boris 
Karloff. Get the reference? I know I certainly 
didn’t when it came to my first experience reading 
through Arsenic & Old Lace. So just who is this 
Boris Karloff  that we’ve heard so much about?

William Henry Pratt, who would later take on the stage 
name Boris Karloff, was born on November 23, 1887 
in London. As an actor who hit his stride in his mid-
40s, Karloff  was best known for his work in horror 
films. He acquired a great deal of  fame for his portrayal 
of  the Monster in a film adaptation of  Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein in 1931. If  you were to check out his IMDB 
page, you’d find that Karloff  has plenty of  experience 
playing sinister roles in darker films, which is no 
surprise considering his menacing look and presence. 

During the Broadway run of  Arsenic & Old Lace 
(1941–1944) Karloff  originated the role of  Jonathan 
Brewster. Being well known for his work in horror film, 
it was only fitting for the show to make a reference to 
his famous face, thus the Karloff  reference was born!

The Karloff Reference

Boris karloFF as the Frankenstin Monster in FrankensTein (1931).
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And I Hope You’re Adequate
When you first see the title gracing the season listing, 
it seems like a throwback, a play from way back when 
and popular in every high school and college across 
the country. In many ways, that sentiment is correct. 
The politics of  the piece and some of  its inexcusably 
racist language are relics from a distinctly 1930s 
America. In other ways, this play is decades ahead 
of  its time. Specifically, we see this in its presentation 
of  women. In significant ways Arsenic & Old Lace 
shatters stereotypes and places women in roles 
otherwise almost entirely unheard of  in the theater 
of  its time, and still today. 

In order to understand how Arsenic & Old Lace 
succeeds in breaking social barriers, it’s important we 
understand what those barriers are in the first place. 
In theater, arts, and the world at large, there are a slew 
of  commonly held negative attitudes toward women 
and their representation. On its most basic level, 
this expresses itself  through reductive stereotypes. 
Some stereotypes of  women that dominate media 
today include the washed-up old maid, an unmarried 
woman who lives alone and is a drain on society; the 
femme fatale, a cruel woman who tricks helpless men 
and then uses them for her own personal gain; the 
minister’s daughter, a perfect girl who is totally naïve 
to the real world; and similarly, the damsel in distress, 
a woman who constantly needs to be rescued. 

Arsenic & Old Lace eliminates these stereotypes entirely. 
The would-be old maids in this story, the unmarried 
Brewster sisters, occupy the role of  the femme 
fatale. Traditionally the femme fatale is a seductive, 
physically attractive younger woman. Instead of  
luring their victims with love or false promises, 
the Brewsters are inviting and cordial up until the 
moment their victims are in the ground. Elaine, on 
the other hand, defies both the stereotypical qualities 
associated with being the minister’s daughter, which 
she literally is, and those of  the damsel in distress. 
Throughout the play, her fiancée tries to control her, 
keeping the fact that his aunts are murdering people 
away from her out of  a misplaced need to protect her 
from the truth. 

Elaine doesn’t tolerate this one bit. Instead, she 
frequently engages in verbal sparring with her partner 
and demands respect. She consistently makes fun of  
his shortcomings and refuses to simply roll over and 
do as he says for the sake of  it. She also speaks very 
frankly about her romantic desires and her feelings, 
two things that women are often discouraged from 
doing.

On a deeper level, Arsenic & Old Lace defies sexist 
traditions even more profoundly. Frequently, women 
are objectified in society, treated as if  their value is 
based solely on things like their physical appearance, 
or the way they are valued by men. Stereotyping is 
just one form of  objectification in that it takes away 
women’s agency as full, complex characters and 
represents them as cartoonish caricatures. Another 
form of  objectification is using women as plot 
devices. Think about all of  the books or movies 
you have seen where the women characters are only 
ever wives or girlfriends, who only exist to help the 
male characters achieve their goals, and lack goals or 
direction of  their own. Unfortunately, many stories 
are like this. 

Luckily, Arsenic & Old Lace manages to avoid 
objectifying women. Instead of  treating them as 
secondary to the story, it centers them directly in the 
middle of  it. Women are consistently seen driving 
the action, making choices that put their goals above 
the goals of  their male family members, and when 
we’re laughing, we find ourselves laughing at the male 
characters just as much as the female ones. Making a 
choice for yourself  can seem like small, insignificant, 
even selfish action. We all do it everyday. However, 
representations of  women doing this in the stories we 
tell each other are so infrequent, even on TV shows 
today, that it becomes notable when it is featured.
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Everyday Poisons
Looking at the natural beauty in the world, it can 
sometimes be difficult to imagine that some of  that 
beauty is deadly. The Earth’s resources include food, 
water, minerals, animals, plants, and more substances 
that can be found all over the planet. While most 
things of  this nature might appear to be harmless, 
they can have quite negative consequences when 
humans interact with them in a way they shouldn’t. 
Following are various common items that actually 
contain poison!

Apple Seeds
Not to fear: Eating the seeds of  a single apple won’t 
kill you. Apple seeds, like the pits of  cherries, plums, 
and apricots, contain cyanogenic glycosides, which 
can release cyanide. Cyanide is a highly toxic chemical 
compound, and can kill those that ingest it. Don’t eat 
the seeds!

Cashews
When eaten completely raw, cashews can give the 
same effect as being exposed to poison ivy. This 
is because of  a chemical in the nut called urushiol. 
The symptom is particularly unpleasant, but only 
occurs if  a cashew has not been properly cooked. 
Fortunately, all cashews available for purchase have 
been prepared correctly.

Daffodils
Who would have thought one of  the most beautiful 
flowers to spring up in many gardens could be bad? 
While the stem and the leaves are certainly not good 
for consumption, the source of  the poison in this 
plant lies in the bulb beneath the surface.

Nutmeg
Careful! Nutmeg contains a psychoactive drug called 
myristicin. Ingesting too much nutmeg can cause 
headaches, nausea, vomiting, sweating, or even 
hallucinations. Using a normal amount on your food 
is just fine, but this is certainly not a spice to play 
around with.

Potatoes
Have you ever wondered why you’re supposed to 
keep potatoes in cool, dark places? Here’s why. If  left 
in direct sunlight, potato skin can turn green. This 
increases the level of  solanine, a compound naturally 
found in potatoes to ward off  insects and disease. 
But if  this level increases too much and is ingested in 
large quantity, the consequences can range from just 
having an upset stomach to inducing death.

Soy Beans
Lots of  people love edamame and tofu, but did you 
know that uncooked soy beans are actually really 
dangerous? If  ingested before being cooked, they 
can cause nausea, vomiting, and in large quantities, 
death.

Tomatoes
Precious tomatoes! Never fear, the main source of  
the poison in these wonderful fruits is in the leaves. 
They contain a type of  alkaloid poison called atropine 
which, when eaten, can cause dizziness, headaches, 
and upset stomachs. So while the tomato itself  is 
always safe, don’t make tea out of  those leaves!

Elderberries
In Arsenic & Old Lace, the Brewster sisters use a combination of  elderberry wine and arsenic to kill off  the 
old men they feel are sad, lonely, and ready to depart from the world of  the living. Cooking elderberries 
destroys the toxin within them, thus rendering them perfectly safe for eating.
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Farce and Commedia Dell’’arte
Farce has become a major component for elaborate 
comedies in the world of  American Theater. Arsenic 
& Old Lace is no exception to this, with its absurd 
movement, blatant disregard for the obvious, and 
lighthearted reaction to death. Similar elements 
can be seen in plays such as Noises Off by Michael 
Frayn and Carlo Goldoni’s The Servant of  Two Masters. 
Goldoni’s piece perhaps exemplifies farce at its best, 
considering it implements the performative style 
farce was derived from, Commedia dell’arte.

Commedia dell’arte was an improvised form of  
theater that implemented masks to represent a 
specific stock caricature or “type.” It began in 
northern Italy during fifteenth century and rapidly 
became one of  the most popular forms of  theater 
in Europe. Around the eighteenth century it found 
its way to France where it inspired playwrights such 
as Moliere, Marivaux, and Goldoni. Playwrights 
began using the overtly physicality from Commedia 
in their works, and in some cases implemented the 
use of  stock characters as well. Goldoni’s A Servant 
of  Two Masters could be considered a Commedia 
performance if  it were not completely scripted. 
From here the likes of  David Garrick got wind of  
the new craze and began implementing it into his 
own Shakespearean performances. His performance 
as Hamlet is infamous now because he placed a 
pump attached to his wrist that connected to his 
wig. When Hamlet saw his father’s ghost for the first 

time his hair would literally stand on its end. These 
“over the top” reactions and absurdist plotlines all 
trickle down from Commedia dell’arte. Perhaps 
even the characters of  Arsenic & Old Lace hold some 
characteristics of  Commedia archetypes which are 
split into three categories:

Il Zani – Servants
    Il Vechi – Old Men 

Innamorati – Lovers

Abby and Martha Brewster are both older, innocent, 
good-spirited women, but there is also a lot of  
courage and cunning about them. They share 
attributes of  Columbina —yes, she is a servant, but 
she is usually the smartest of  the bunch and enjoys 
herself  the most. Columbina is aware of  almost all 
the jokes that are being played and uses the audience 
as someone to snicker with. 

Officer O’Hara is usually too busy discussing his life 
in the theater and his upcoming debut as a playwright 
that he has no clue what is going on around him. Of  
the Il Vechi he most definitely shares attributes of  Il 
Dottore. Commonly known as the most foolish of  
all three, the Il Dottore pretends to know everything 
but in actuality knows very little. Unaware that there 
are many things happening around him while he 
fixates on something selfish. 

a Painting dePiCting CoMMedia PerForMers.
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Mortimer and Elaine are constantly at odds with 
each other; one minute they are to be married, the 
next the marriage is off. They are extremely erratic 
in their behavior, but no matter what their love 
prospers. Without a doubt they are the Innamorati in 
Arsenic & Old Lace. The Innamorati are always played 
by a young attractive couple, and they are simply in 
love with themselves being in love. Their relationship 
almost relies on the acknowledgement of  love 
rather than the actual feeling. They are hot and cold 
throughout the play but always end up married or 
well on their way to marriage.

Jonathan Brewster is the sinister and cunning 
antagonist of  the play. He most certainly embodies 
the role of  Brighella. This servant archetype usually 
plays the villain and acts extremely macho and 
tough, with no problem lying and using any means 
to manipulate others to get what they want.

Dr. Einstein plays the trusty sidekick to Jonathan 
Brewster. He seems good intentioned and has a 
kind heart, he constantly tries to sway Johnathan in 
a less sinister direction. Einstein is the trusty servant 
Arlechino. One of  the most popular of  all the 
Commedia archetypes, the Arlechino plays a jester of  
sorts and is known to improvise with the audience. 
Their storyline consists of  messing up their masters 
commands and trying to cover their tracks. 

Of  course each of  these characteristics are merely 
archetypes used for comparison. Farce-inspired 
comedies of  the 20th centuruy delve much deeper 
than a checklist of  characteristics. Motives and 
incentives are much more complex for the characters 
that reside in the world of  Arsenic & Old Lace, but it 
is still worth noting where we came from and where 
we are headed. 

Il Zani - Servants

Il Vechi - Old Men

Il Dottore

Il Capitano

Il Pantalone

Columbina

Arlechino

Brighella
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Everyone’s a Critic: A Brief History
Anytime you go out to see a movie or a play, it is 
perfectly natural to want to talk about it with someone 
else. It’s nice to see what observations you have made 
that others share, and to express what you thought 
about the piece. It is natural, then, to assume that a 
similar result has occurred since the earliest kind of  
play. For thousands of  years, cultural gatherings have 
been created for various purposes, whether religious, 
festive, or otherwise. But as time went on and the 
structure of  these plays became more complex and 
varied, people didn’t just settle for talking about them, 
began to criticize them. In Arsenic & Old Lace, we meet 
Mortimer Brewster, a theater critic in New York City. 
In the 1930s, the prominence of  a critic’s opinion 
could make or break a new show, something that still 
affects the successful run of  most shows today. So 
where did they come from, and how has the power 
and influence of  theater critics grown to be what it 
is today? The succession of  dramatic critics spans 
thousands of  years, beginning in ancient Greece.

To review a play at any point in history, it is 
important to understand how plays are structured, 
or rather, what their elements are. In 335 B.C.E., 
Aristotle wrote Poetics, one of  the first texts on 
dramatic theory. He was a man of  many specialties 
who contributed to the fields of  science, zoology, 
logic, and philosophy, to name a few. He may not 
have primarily been a dramatic practitioner, but his 
eye for keen observation assisted him in deciphering 
what stood out about the plays at the time. In Poetics, 
he detailed the six elements of  drama as Diction, 
Music, Spectacle, Character, Thought, and Plot with 
the last being the most important.  He created these 
six categories as the umbrellas under which all of  his 
dramatic analysis fell. By accounting for each kind 
of  available performance text at the time (which 
were limited to tragic dramas, comedic satyr plays, 
and epic poems), he created a system that everyone 
who accessed the Poetics could then apply to the 
plays and poems they experienced. It would serve 
as the foundation for play analysis over the course 
of  the next 2000 years. By understanding drama and 
knowing its most basic structure, people could then, 
in turn, begin to offer constructive criticism to make 
a piece better. 

More than 2000 years after Aristotle published the 
Poetics, a man named Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
(1749-1832) made a splash in the cultural scene of  
Eighteenth century-Germany. Like Aristotle, Goethe 
was a jack-of-all-trades when it came to writing. He 
wrote novels, treatises on science, and even plays. 
Faust, his most well-known play, is an epic tragedy 
set in Germany. Aside from writing for the theater, 
Goethe was also a director; and, eventually, a critic. 
As such, he came up with three major questions for 
the critic to ask when analyzing a piece of  art:

 1. What is the art trying to do?
 2. How well does the art do it?
 3. Is it worth doing? 

These questions isolate the piece of  art from other 
sources of  influence such as comparing them to 
what has come before and an artist’s previous works, 

Johann wolFgang von goethe

Painted By JosePh karl stieler, 1828.
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and encourage the critic to focus in on a piece. 
Doing this creates a foundation of  analysis rather 
than judgement. Goethe wanted the critic to ask 
specifically what happens in a play and why. Where 
Aristotle believed that every good play must have the 
six elements of  drama, Goethe acknowledged that 
it is okay for plays to have similar elements, but it is 
not mandatory to follow a specific structure, nor is it 
the critic’s job to compare any one piece to another. 
The third question is where any given critic’s opinion 
is revealed, but if  the first two questions are fully 
answered, any response is valid. Goethe’s system 
was used not only by critics, however, but also by 
dramaturgs, like the prominent Gotthold Ephraim 
Lessing. This German director (and founder of  
modern dramaturgy) would use this system of  
critique as a dramaturg by acting as an “in-house-
critic.”  While Lessing may not have published his 
opinion of  each play for which he was a dramaturg, 
he certainly critiqued them, and was aided in doing 
so by his foundation of  theatrical knowledge. This 
use of  criticism in dramaturgy is still pertinent today. 

Mortimer’s era of  criticism, while often harsh and 
damning, still had reviewers who follow Goethe’s 
system of  questioning and observations. There 
weren’t as many as there probably should have been, 
but they did exist. In this sense, the act of  reviewing 
a piece of  theater had become like a scientific 

experiment. The critic’s written review carried a 
good deal of  weight. Technology was still limited 
during this pre-WWII era, and, aside from radio, 
the newspapers were the primary way to get news 
about a show out to the masses. If  prominent critics, 
especially for the New York Times, loved or hated 
a piece of  theater, any person interested in seeing 
said piece would certainly know about it. Critics who 
both fairly and unfairly critique plays exist today, of  
course. Sometimes, the critic may find something in 
a piece that goes against the popular opinion of  a 
play as well, 

This article highlights only some major milestones 
of  theatrical criticism. Whether what you’re seeing 
is a musical, opera, play, dance, or otherwise it is 
beneficial to be able to deconstruct a performance 
by thinking about what you have seen and why it may 
have occurred in the way that it did. So pay attention 
to what you experience in the theater, because you 
may make some valuable observations!

statler and waldorF, the Most oPinionated and out-sPoken theater CritiCs FroM The muppeTs.
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Adapting to the Screen... and Beyond

Arsenic & Old Lace is one of  the most produced plays 
in America specifically in high schools and colleges 
around the world. It’s no wonder why. The play has a 
huge cast, is funny, highly entertaining, and fairly easy 
to make inoffensive. Of  course the successful movie 
adaptation starring Cary Grant no doubt helped 
increase its popularity. It was an instant hit and helped 
push forward the idea that what could be achieved 
on stage could also succeed on the big screen. It 
also exposed those not accustomed to the theater 
to what was happening on Broadway at the time.

The variances between stage and screen are vast. 
Although both require acting, a script, and director 
the method used to achieve each piece of  art uses 
techniques with different components. The screen 
creates a world easily accessible to an outside audience. 
It can also allow for close-ups and whispers. An actor 
can simply give a look and the camera can flash to 
the person receiving that look and the conversation 
is told. The stage is much less subtle and playwrights 
are well aware of  this. Many plays, especially during 
the time of  Arsenic & Old Lace, were written with one 
setting and hardly any need for scenery change. If  
all the action could take place in the same location, 
then why write another one in? This is one of  the 

common changes seen when adapting a play to a 
screenplay. The adaptation finds ways to use imagery 
to expand the surrounding world the characters 
live in. Joseph Losey’s 1973 cinematic adaptation 
of  Ibsen’s A Doll’s House implements all of  these 
principles to help transform the stage to the screen. 
The residence remains the center of  the drama but 
the story expands beyond the confines of  the wall. 
Losey also expanded the timeframe of  the piece 
from three days to nine years. 

Musicals are an entirely different story and perhaps 
more difficult to transform onto the screen. The 
theater has an ingrained purpose for storytelling and, 
of  course, performance. The screen is a bit subtler, 
implementing characteristics that shift to realism 
rather than fantastical. A story on the screen can be 
fantastical but it needs to be believably fantastic, not 
stage fantastic. Some, like Chicago implement the use 
of  flashbacks to create the realistic setting for why a 
person would sing.

Recently however, a new shift has come about on the 
silver screen. Movies have begun to implement forms 
of  theatrical motifs. Likewise, live performances on 
the silver screen have migrated much farther than 
your average performance on an awards show or 
holiday special. Movies such as Birdman and La La 
Land seem more theatrical than they do cinematic. 
Birdman tells the story of  an ex-superhero actor 
trying to make a name for himself  on Broadway as 
a “serious” actor. It uses long panning shots within 
a Broadway theater that seems to never change. One 
perspective is given throughout the entire movie 
similar to the one perspective an audience member 
would have in a live performance. Although it is 
staged in the real world, it requires the audience 
to heighten the form of  reality they are seeing to 
believe Michael Keaton’s character. It isn’t until the 
film’s end where the audience realizes his powers 
were imaginary. The audience is required to suspend 
their disbelief  at the end of  the movie and come to 
terms with the powers the character displays earilier. 
This suspension of  reality without explanation is a 
powerful tool used in plays and dificult to replicate in 

Poster For arsenic & old lace
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movies. When theater chooses a minimal approach, 
they are allowing audience members to fill the gaps 
with their mind. Most fantastical movies are filled 
with CGI and special effects that forgo the use of  
any imagination on the audience’s behalf.

Aaron Sorkin’s Steve Jobs biopic was praised because 
of  its screenplay, which basically comprises three 
long scenes splitting the entire movie into three acts, 
similar to a play. Each one takes place right before 
Jobs is about to launch a new product to the world in 
some sort of  auditorium in the Bay area. Of  course 
Aaron Sorkin is no stranger to the stage—he is a 
successful playwright, but the entire movie felt as if  it 
could have been adapted from a play. The movie was 
even rehearsed in a way that is similar to the structure 
of  theater rehearsals. The actors would rehearse the 
first scene with the director and then film it. They 
continued this process until all three acts were filmed. 

A new era of  theater is also emerging on the silver 
screen. An period that surpasses the simple dozens 
of  PBS and Hallmark recordings of  Broadway shows. 
This era aims to unite theater and live television like 
never before. A few years ago NBC decided to air 

a live version of  The Sound of  Music. While ratings 
were high, reviews were poor. Even still, it marked 
the revamping of  broadcasting live productions to 
millions of  viewers. When FOX aired Grease Live! last 
year, they used an entire Hollywood lot to perform 
the piece. In the gymnasium and outside Rydell High 
School, there were real people as audience members 
sitting on bleachers. Not only were people watching 
the show in their homes, they were also watching the 
real thing happen right in front of  their eyes. The 
entire production was also crucially aware of  itself. 
The performance opened with Sandy and Danny at 
the beach and then pulled away to show cameras and 
a fake backdrop. Then Jessie J walked throughout 
the set singing “Grease is the Word.” Similar to 
Commedia Dell’Arte, Six Characters in Search of  an 
Author, and any stage performance that addresses the 
audience and the fact that they are indeed putting on 
a performance such as a Panto. 

The separation between screen and stage has slowly 
experimented its way into truly thrilling productions. 
The positive side to this is that it exposes audiences 
to something other than big budget production 
company blockbusters. It develops new modes of  
storytelling and brings the world of  theater to those 
who cannot afford it, or do not seek it out. On the 
negative side, perhaps this might contribute to the 
decline of  theater and theatergoers considering they 
could possibly see a movie or live performance on 
TV with similar attributes to the stage. On the other 
hand, perhaps this will inspire a new generation of  
people to go to the theater on date night instead of  
catching the newest flick on the screen.

PiCture FroM lala land

Cast oF grease live!
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Joseph Moran

It’s simple to say that one of  the most fascinating 
aspects of  Arsenic & Old Lace is a character who 
appears alongside Jonathan Brewster. He can easily 
be categorized as Jonathan’s sidekick, but you might 
know him better as the hilarious Dr. Einstein (and 
no, not the world renowned scientist). What’s most 
interesting about the plays inclusion of  Dr. Einstein is 
the fact that he is based on Dr. Joseph Moran. Moran 
is predominantly known for the services he offered 
to the criminal underworld as a medical provider and 
plastic surgeon, much like what Dr. Einstein does for 
Jonathan in Arsenic & Old Lace.

Joseph Moran served in the military and graduated from 
medical school before facing issues revolving around 
alcoholism. Moran was eventually given a ten-year 
prison sentence after being caught performing illegal 
medical practices, which caused Moran to be stripped 
of  his medical license. When someone like Moran 
finds themselves broke, jobless, and down on their 
luck, what do they do? Easy, they  work for the mob. 

Moran did just that, finding work with several 
notorious mob factions, including the Barker gang 
and the Dillinger gang. Claiming that he had plastic 
surgery skills, Moran would definitely be needed by 
the mob as a critical asset. He provided a variety of  
medical skills to the mob like fixing up bullet wounds; 
however, plastic surgeons more often aided the mob 
by removing their fingerprints and even altering the 

faces of  mob members to hide their identities. This 
was done so mob members could easily avoid arrest 
or recognition, which is what Moran is specifically 
known for doing. Moran actually preformed plastic 
surgery on gang leaders Alvin Karpis and Fred 
Barker but was apparently not too successful with 
that particular project. It’s rumored that Moran was 
actually one of  the people, if  not the last person, 
to see John Dillinger alive, but this unfortunately 
cannot be proven. 

Sadly, as you can see in Arsenic & Old Lace, criminals can 
be dangerous people to do business with. Dr. Einstein 
had to deal with Jonathan while Joseph Moran had a 
bigger problem on his hands. Allegedly, Moran was 
offed by Alvin Karpis and Fred Barker in 1934. This 
happened soon after Moran made a bold statement to 
these mob leaders, claiming, “I have you guys in the 
palm of  my hand.” Moran went missing soon after 
for a year before a badly decomposed body appeared 
on the shores of  Crystal Beach, Ontario, which was 
later identified to be none other than Joseph Moran.



Arsenic & old lAce PersPecTives

33PlAynoTes

Your True Crime Obsessions
The life of  Amy Archer Gillian inspired the majority 
of  Arsenic & Old Lace. By the time the play premiered 
on Broadway she was already in jail serving a life 
sentence. The success of  this play, and the success 
of  such true crime novels as In Cold Blood by Truman 
Capote, further justified America’s curiosity with 
true crime; and even more so America’s ability 
to capitalize upon it. Within the past five years it 
seems America’s interest in true crime has notably 
skyrocketed, a fascination that compels obsession, 
conspiracy, and Internet sleuthing. But unlike the 
true crime seen in the past, these cases rely solely 
on the circumstantial evidence usually known only to 
detectives and those involved in the trial. This allows 
Americans insight that goes beyond an episode of  
Law and Order: SVU. In many cases these true crime 
series have had a positive or at least progressive effect 
on those involved. On the other hand, ratings drive 
the market for popular culture and some have taken 
advantage of  this obsession, choosing to forgo the 
delicacy and respect due to those who have departed.

Before we delve into today’s popular true crime 
mysteries, it is worth considering one in particular 
that has cemented itself  as the greatest true crime 
novel ever: Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood. It is the 
story of  the Clutter family, Herb and Bonnie Mae, 
and their children Nancy and Kenyon. They were 
discovered murdered in their farmhouse in 1959 
by Nancy’s friend. Truman Capote read about the 
quadruple homicide, which took place in a little town 
in Holcomb, Kansas, and decided to write a piece 
about it in the New Yorker. He and Harper Lee, the 
author of  To Kill a Mockingbird, traveled to Kansas 
and witnessed the legal proceedings described in the 
novel first hand. All of  this can be found in the pages 
of  In Cold Blood, a book that reads more like a novel 
than an account of  an actual event. Like many of  the 
other true crime mysteries that have been popularized 
in today’s culture, Capote gave audiences a step-by-
step timeline of  the investigation, laying out all the 
facts that could possibly lead to a suspect. But there 
is another narrative that happens simultaneous to 
that of  the investigation – two men on the run after 

murdering an entire family.

In Cold Blood flips between those on the hunt and 
those being hunted. Yet Perry Smith and Richard 
Hickock never confessed to the police any of  their 
travels that took place after murdering the Clutter 
family, let alone confess what actually happened 
on the night of  November 15, 1959. This was all 
because of  Truman Capote. At first Capote and 
Smith’s meetings were cordial, very circumstantial. 
But as Capote began to visit Smith more, he become 
fonder of  him and Perry became fonder of  Capote. 
None of  this is distinguishable while reading In Cold 
Blood, because Capote’s voice presents an unbiased 
narrative. The real intrigue and phenomena in this 
case is the relationship that formed between Smith 
and Capote, because without it we would never know 
what actually happened on November 15, 1959. 
Using this as our constant, we’ll look at modern true 
crime stories that have had a similar effect on the 
American people, and see how it stacks up against 
Capote’s last novel.

Without a doubt, the recent surge in true crime 
obsession can be attributed to a little podcast known 
as Serial, a spinoff  podcast of  the popular This 
American Life radio show, which launched in 2014. 
Serial deciphered at length the murder of  Hae Min 
Lee and resulting trial of  Adnan Syed. The trial ended 
in Syed’s lifetime conviction and the case seemed to 
be over—until a woman named Rabia Chaundry, 

(toP right) hae Min lee and (BottoM right) adnan syed
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a family friend of  the Syeds, approached Sarah 
Koenig. Chaundry, like many others in the Syeds’ 
Muslim community, have always believed in Adnan’s 
innocence and asked if  Koenig would look over the 
case. Serial poured over the vast amount of  evidence 
against Syed and the holes left in the prosecution’s 
timeline of  the day Hae Min Lee disappeared. 
Multiple interviews were recorded between Koenig 
and Syed from prison and it is hard not to note 
the similarities between this interaction and that of  
Smith and Capote. She refers to his eyes as those of  
a dairy cow—big, brown and innocent. On multiple 
occasions he gets mad at her for asking the same 
questions, for seeming not to believe him, and then 
she feels guilty. There is great humanity within Serial. 
It’s easy to believe he didn’t murder his ex-girlfriend, 
and if  he did, how far away are we from believing 
the same? Thanks to the podcast, which pointed out 
the flaws in the state’s case against Adnan Syed, the 
case has been reopened. In June of  2016, Adnan was 
granted a retrial after spending 17 years of  his life 
sentence in prison.

Shortly after the release and instant success of  Serial, 
an HBO documentary series aired entitled The Jinx. 
Unlike Serial, which poked holes in the conviction 
of  a man, The Jinx chose to explore the three murder 
cases attached to Robert Durst, who was never 
convicted on any charge. Filmmaker Andrew Jarecki 
wrote and directed a movie prior to The Jinx that 
was based on Robert Durst and his deceased wife 
Kathleen McCormack. All Good Things starred Ryan 
Gosling and Kirsten Dunst. The intention was to 
create a movie that would make even Robert Durst 
emotional. A few months after the movie aired, 
Jarecki received a call from Durst saying for the 
first time ever he would be willing to sit down for 
an interview. The series explored two sides of  the 
case—Robert Durst’s, which had never been heard 
before, and the investigation that continually led to 
a dead end. As Jarecki and his team explored the 
case further while simultaneously hearing from the 
man who supposedly did not commit the crimes, the 
filmmakers discovered their own piece of  evidence. 
The Jinx did what all good journalism should do: 
it gave us two sides to the story. When it looked 
like the scales were tipping less than favorably for 
Durst, Jarecki confronts him while wearing a mic and 

pointing two cameras in his direction. What follows 
is one of  the greatest moments in cinematic history. 
The day before the piece finally aired on HBO, Durst 
was found in disguise, using an alias, with hundreds 
of  thousands in cash, about to flee to Cuba. He is 
currently awaiting trial for one of  the three murders.

Making a Murderer completes the trifecta of  in-depth 
true crime storytelling that helped propel America’s 
fascination with this subject.  Another documentary 
series, aired by Netflix, details the almost stranger-
than-fiction story of  Steven Avery. Avery was a 
Wisconsin man who was exonerated, through DNA 
evidence, of  a sexual assault conviction for which 
he spent nearly two decades in prison. Filmmakers 
Moira Demos and Laura Ricciardi were still in school 
at Columbia when they heard about a man being 
released from prison after 17 years for a wrongful 
conviction. They thought it would be interesting 
to document his life after prison and as a free man. 
Little did they know that he would once again be 
convicted for another crime merely a year later. The 
series exposes the sheriff ’s team and their possible 
mishandling of  evidence to purposefully frame 
Steven Avery, citing the fact that law enforcement and 
the Wisconsin county they reside in were being sued 
for $36 million by Avery for unlawfully locking him 
up in prison for half  of  his life. Now Avery is serving 
a life sentence for the murder of  Teresa Halbach, 
and his nephew Brendan Dassey was also sentenced 
to life, at the age of  16, for being an accomplice 
in the crime. This past August a Wisconsin judge 
ordered the release of  Brendan Dassey after the 
Netflix series exposed law enforcement’s methods 
of  taking advantage of  and forcing a confession out 
of  the 16-year-old. However, this has yet to happen; 
the state’s district attorney is appealing it.

All three of  these cases led to widespread obsession 
throughout America. Not only did each series lay 
out information that would rarely become public 
knowledge, but they allow us to see into the eyes 
of  those accused; to permit ourselves to question 
whether we believe this person could have completed 
such an odious action, and to consider whether our 
judicial system is corrupt and is manipulating the 
facts in each of  these peoples’ lives.
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Of  course America wouldn’t be America if  some 
didn’t choose to duplicate and capitalize on the 
obsession. It seems that anything is up for grabs in 
this day and age, including the 20th anniversary of  
JonBenet Ramsey’s death. CBS took on a two-part 
documentary series investigating this case again, 
one of  the biggest cold cases in recent American 
history that has never been conclusively solved. CBS 
decided they were up for the challenge, spending 
millions on it. They recreated the house, hired 
every top investigator, autopsy expert, forensic, 
linguist, and psychologist that money could buy, and 
basically made a reality show. The “documentary 
series” offered no insightful information that had 
not been discussed or discovered before and had 
the audacity to come up with their own conclusion 
on “just exactly” what happened. Of  course, once 
the show aired—unlike the three before that led to 
new court cases—the only thing that happened was 
that the brother of  JonBenet filed a $750 million 
dollar lawsuit against the network for concluding 
that he murdered his sister. On top of  that, A&E 
released the two-part documentary special The Killing 
of  JonBenet: the Truth Uncovered; Lifetime aired a TV 
movie entitled Who Killed JonBenet? and Netflix just 
acquired the distribution rights to a Sundance-
premiered documentary Casting JonBenet.

In the podcast world, not only did Serial help the 
podcast explosion, but it basically created a brand 
new genre on the media platform, one that is solely 
dedicated to solving true crime. These types of  
podcasts have become vastly popular over the years 
and recently the hosts have become blatantly honest 

about their intentions. Payne Lindsey, the creator 
of  the podcast Up and Vanished, which is about the 
disappearance of  former Georgia beauty queen 
Tara Grinstead, is a self-proclaimed “documentary 
filmmaker.” He openly talks about how Making 
a Murderer and The Jinx inspired him to seek out a 
similar case to create a movie. The process of  his 
documentary is all transcribed through the podcast, 
but there is a great difference between seeking out 
and being sought after.

Just as Capote found intrigue in a small clipping 
from the front page of  The New Yorker, each of  these 
filmmakers were led into their cases and ultimately 
became a part of  the story. Twenty years from now 
Adnan Syed’s name will still be referenced with Sarah 
Koenig, and the same goes for Durst and Jarecki. By 
putting themselves in the story and documenting it, 
they have then allowed us also to become entangled 
in the deception, confused by our empathy. Imitating 
this is impossible; many will try for the next few years 
but only some will be able to immerse themselves 
like these journalists have. Getting down to the truth 
is one thing; understanding is another.
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Instant Lessons
1. Mortimer is the “viewpoint character” of  Arsenic & Old Lace, meaning that the audience understands the 
events of  the play from his perspective. What if  someone else were telling the story? Imagine you are one 
of  the other characters (such as Elaine, Teddy, or Officer O’Hara) and write a letter to a friend in which you 
recount the events of  the play from this character’s point of  view.

 2. Discussion: Throughout Arsenic & Old Lace, Mortimer did everything he could to help his aunts while 
turning away and rejecting Jonathan, his brother. How did the end of  Arsenic & Old Lace make you respond? 
Do you think Mortimer’s aunts got what they deserved? Do you think Mortimer’s aunts deserved equal 
punishment to that which Jonathan received? Why or why not?

3. Mortimer Brewster is a dramatic critic at a newspaper. Now it’s your turn! Write your own review of  Arsenic 
& Old Lace. What were your favorite aspects of  the production? Were there any parts you didn’t like? Would 
you recommend this play to your friends? Why or why not?

4. In the play, Jonathan’s brother Teddy has an obsession with Theodore Roosevelt. Pick three U.S. presidents 
that you might not know too much about. Find five interesting facts about each president you select. If  you 
could be any one of  these presidents, which one would you pick and why, based on the information you 
researched?

5. How did physical and verbal comedy work together in Arsenic & Old Lace? Do you think this play could be 
adapted into a radio drama (only the words) or a silent film (only the actions)? Why or why not?

6. Refer to the article titled The Karloff  Reference (pg. 23). If  you were directing this play, would you alter this 
reference, assuming that Boris Karloff  wouldn’t be acting in your production? Explain your reasoning. 

7. Create your own skit! Check out the article called Everyday Poisons (pg. 25) and give it a read. Create a skit 
with a group that warns the general public about the dangers of  common foods and household items that can 
actually be poisonous!
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Portland Stage Company
Education and Outreach

Join Portland Stage as we discuss, debate, and explore the plays on our stage and in the classroom! Portland Stage 
is dedicated to bringing exciting theater, inspiring conversation, interactive experiences, and thought-provoking 
literature to a wide audience of  youth and adult learners. Whether you take part in a discussion, subscribe to 
PlayNotes, take a class in our Theater for Kids space, or bring a group of  students to see a performance, there is 
something here for everyone. How would you like to participate?

Student Matinee Series

The Portland Stage Student Matinee Program annually provides more than 7,000 middle and high school students 
from Maine and New Hampshire with discounted tickets for student matinees. Following Student Matinee 
performances, students participate in discussions with members of  the cast and crew, actively and energetically 
exploring all elements of  the production and the issues raised in the play.

Play Me a Story

Experience the Fun & Magic of  Theater on Saturday Mornings at 10:30am with Play Me a Story! Ages 4-10 are 
welcome to enjoy a performance of  children’s stories, then participate in an acting workshop with professional 
theater artists. Build literacy, encourage creativity and spark dramatic dreams!  Walk-ins are welcome, but pre-
registration is encouraged!

After School Classes

After school classes at Portland Stage produce a safe environment for young people to find a higher sense of  play, 
stretch their imaginations, and gain valuable social skills such as listening, risk taking, ensemble building, public 
speaking, and leadership through storytelling. These classes are wildly fun, creative, spontaneous, and begin to build 
skills for the young actor or non-actor’s voice, body, and imagination. Visit our website for this year’s offerings!

Vacation and Summer Camps

Our theater camps are fun, challenging and enriching. We use stories of  all kinds to fuel these active, educational 
and lively, process-based week-long school vacation and summer programs for youth. Theater for Kids works with 
professional actors, directors, artisans and composers. Students are invited to think, speak, and act, and even sing 
imaginatively, critically, and creatively in an environment of  inclusivity and safe play.

Classroom Workshop Program

The Classroom Workshop Program partners Portland Stage with regional middle and high schools to enhance the 
experience of  students who participate in the Early Show Program by complementing their visits with pre- and 
post-show workshops in their own classrooms. Workshops are led by professional Teaching Artists who engage 
students in the creative process through writing, acting, directing and discussion.

The Intern Company

The Portland Stage Intern Program is committed to training future generations of  theater professionals. Applicants 
should be highly motivated individuals who have acquired basic training in the theater arts and are looking to explore 
their field further through meaningful hands-on experience. Portland Stage interns can expect to be challenged 
by a creative process that relies on both ingenuity and collaboration. Interns at Portland Stage work with leading 
designers, directors, administrators, and our professional production team throughout the season. They leave with 
a greater knowledge of  the theatrical process and the satisfaction of  being part of  a dedicated theater company 
where exceptional quality is the end goal.
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