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PLAY PROPOSAL 
“Arsenic and Old Lace” 

 
 
GENERAL INFORMATION 

Mortimer Brewster has finally decided to tie the knot, and is visiting his two dear, sweet 
maiden aunts, and his brother who’s convinced he’s Teddy Roosevelt. Mortimer is just about 
to go to the theater with his fiancé Elaine when he finds…a dead body! To his surprise, the 
body is only one of a dozen lonely drifters poisoned by his aunts. To make matters worse, 
Mortimer’s other brother Jonathan, a fugitive from justice, arrives at the house and finds it an 
excellent place to hide a corpse for which he is responsible. How will Mortimer keep Elaine 
from finding out and his aunts out of prison? Is Mortimer doomed to share his family’s 
insanity? Classic dark comedy, adapted into a film starring Cary Grant in 1944. 

 
I. Proposal submitted by 

o Mark Kozlowski 
o Graduate student 
o mkozlows@caltech.edu 

 
II. Project description 

o Arsenic and Old Lace by Joseph Kesselring 
o Black comedy 
o 14 characters, 3 women, 11 men as written. However, it should be easy to switch 

at least 5-7 of the male roles to female ones (police officers, psychiatrist, even 
Teddy would be amusing to flip).  

o Plot consists of two different pairs of mass murderers in the same house: 
impossibly sweet maiden aunts and psychotic brother, each trying to hide bodies 
in the same place. The main character tries to protect the former and have the 
latter leave the house while at the same time trying to keep both pairs of killers 
from killing again. The main character is also trying to prevent his fiancé from 
finding out what exactly is going on, and has to deal with a number of random 
obstacles unwittingly thrown in his way by his brother who’s convinced he’s 
Teddy Roosevelt.  
 

III. Director (not required, but strongly suggested) 
o Penelope Chan, Caltech community, Penelope_chan@comcast.net 

 
DETAILED INFORMATION 

I. Reasons for the proposed show 
o Accessible black comedy with something for all ages to enjoy. 
o Lots of characters, most of which are not *really* gender-specific. 
o Good ensemble play. 
o Only one set: a living room with a staircase. 
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II. Technical Aspects 

o Outdoors in a courtyard would be interesting and might allow the staircase 
requirement to be met more easily. 

o Play is set in 1940’s Brooklyn, so costumes appropriate for the period. The two 
spinster aunts and Teddy should have archaic costumes of 1900’s vintage.   

o Props: a bugle (functional), toy soldier and toy battleship, tables, chairs, and 
window seat, telephone. 

o Script would require rights to perform, but is available at: 
https://madeiraarsenic.wikispaces.com/file/view/Arsenic+and+Old+Lace.pdf 

o Rights: Dramatists Play Service, $120 per performance. 
 


