Jon Keown

Jon Keown again. 


The great heroes in history and fiction often fit the stereotype of a man strong in character, cunning, and, as the term implies, heroic. This caste, especially prevalent in drama, finds no exception in Kesselring’s Arsenic and Old Lace. The supposed “hero”, Mortimer Brewster, fits most of these qualities and does in fact save the day. However, the smart, problem-solving Mortimer shown in Kesselring’s classic disappears in the movie adaptation, replaced by a frantic and often stupid version of his former self; our hero has backslidden to the comic relief.


Mortimer’s more frantic and uncalculated personality first makes itself evident in his interactions with his soon fiancée, Elaine. When we first see the couple together in the play, we can see that Mortimer does not make his feelings for Elaine nearly as apparent and outspoken as the love that he shows for her in the movie. Kesselring’s Mortimer seems far more pessimistic, and from their spoken dialogue, didn’t concern himself with making out with Elaine at all times. However, for movie Mortimer, he has problems separating himself from Elaine’s hip for the first part of the show. Finally, Mortimer’s bitter sarcasm and judgmental attitude, which he calls an ‘occupational disease’, has gone missing in action in the movie. By simply taking out that one piece of Mortimer, the director managed to take out a large piece of Mortimer’s personality in the play.


Another area of interaction where Mortimer’s personality seems to differ from Kesselring’s vision occurs in Jonathon’s homecoming. Mortimer’s long gone brother returns, and the two eventually come face to face with each other. While reading the play, one can find bitterness, strife, and even some hate in Mortimer, as he slings nothing but insults at his once brother. In the constant barrage of verbal abuse, Mortimer truly shows no fear of Jonathon, despite his threats. The movie interpretation of Mortimer shows no such courage. Again, his bitterness and judgmental views disappear; we watch him try to attack Jonathon with his words perhaps once. One could describe said attempts as just plain sad. Mortimer even tries to show that he has no fear of Jonathon in the movie, but fails miserable. His words conflict with his body language; we can see plenty of fear in Mortimer. In what should count as one of the biggest confrontations in the play, movie Mortimer cops out and destroys much of the tension built up by a rather well played Jonathon.


The final, and worst, change in Mortimer’s personality in his transition from book to film single-handedly destroyed Mortimer’s image in my eyes. Described only as Mortimer going insane, the display put on film taints Mortimer. In the play, we can see Mortimer keeping a fairly level head and trying to work out a solution as the story progresses. He, described as composed and straightforward, almost never lost his head. However, the director seemed to feel it necessary to make Mortimer ‘funnier’. This meant that, in the directors eye’s, Mortimer could not keep the same level head he carried in the play. Instead, the director decided that Mortimer completely losing his cool would win him an Oscar. One can find no greater example of this that in the play’s final scene, when the police begin wrapping up the loose ends at the Brewster home. Suddenly, the aunts become quite outspoken about the thirteen bodies in the cellar, and the chief’s suspicions are aroused. In this situation, Mortimer quietly moves himself to a better position so that he could perhaps fix things yet again. It turns out that things work themselves out, but the point still stands that he didn’t go berserk. Yet, in the movie, this is not the case. Instead, Mortimer goes on another frantic spasm. One might never understand what happened during this part of the movie. Mortimer just suddenly goes insane, doing the craziest things in an attempt to clue in the chief that his aunts deserve a spot at Sunnydale Sanitarium. This could be accepted, somewhat grudgingly, had it not gone completely against who Mortimer really was in the book.


As much as I love Arsenic and Old Lace¸ I’m afraid the movie simply cannot hold up. How can it, when the main character is so drastically different in behavior that, aside from looking suave and sharing the name Mortimer, he cannot be matched to his personage in the play? Mortimer would roll in his grave, amazed that a director could take such a well thought-out man as himself, and turn him into a laughing stock of his former self. From his love life to his bitter rivalry with Jonathon, the maker of this film literally shattered what was Mortimer for the sake of ‘comedy’. Any fan of this play should realize that such a hero was reduced to nothing for a worthless, demeaning cause such as this.
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