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Three plays by Kaufman and Hart once in a lifetime have left an indelible mark on American
theater, showcasing the wit, social commentary, and sharp humor that characterize their
collaborative works. George S. Kaufman and Moss Hart, renowned playwrights and directors,
co-created some of the most memorable comedies and dramas of the early 20th century. Among
their notable collaborations, three plays stand out as quintessential examples of their genius: You
Can't Take It with You, The Man Who Came to Dinner, and Once in a Lifetime. These plays not only
reflect the cultural and social dynamics of their time but also demonstrate timeless themes that
continue to resonate with audiences today.

Overview of Kaufman and Hart?s Collaborative Legacy

Kaufman and Hart?s partnership began in the late 1920s, and their works are celebrated for their
satire, character development, and insightful commentary on American society. Their collaborative
efforts resulted in a series of acclaimed plays that often blend humor with sharp social critique,
making them both entertaining and thought-provoking.

Their plays typically explore themes such as social class, the American Dream, the absurdities of
modern life, and the clash between individual aspirations and societal expectations. The success of
their writing stems from their ability to craft memorable characters and witty dialogue, establishing a
distinct style that has influenced generations of playwrights and comedians.

Key Plays by Kaufman and Hart

Below are three landmark plays by Kaufman and Hart, each exemplifying their mastery in theatrical
storytelling.

1. You Can't Take It with You (1936)

Overview and Significance

You Can't Take It with You is arguably Kaufman and Hart?s most famous work, winning the Pulitzer
Prize for Drama in 1937. The play is a delightful comedy that explores the eccentricities of a wealthy
but unconventional family, juxtaposed with a more traditional, uptight family. It celebrates
individuality, happiness, and the importance of staying true to oneself.
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Plot Summary

The story revolves around the Sycamores, a lively and eccentric family with peculiar hobbies and
unconventional values, and the Kirbys, an uptight, conservative family eager to see their daughter
marry into wealth. When the two families meet, chaos ensues, revealing the humor and warmth
beneath their differences. Ultimately, the play champions the idea that personal happiness and
authenticity are more valuable than material success.

Themes and Impact

- The celebration of individuality and non-conformity
- Critique of materialism and societal expectations
- The importance of family and personal happiness

You Can't Take It with You remains a beloved classic, often staged for its heartwarming message
and comedic brilliance. Its influence extends beyond theater into popular culture, inspiring numerous
adaptations and references.

2. The Man Who Came to Dinner (1939)

Overview and Significance

The Man Who Came to Dinner is a comedy that satirizes American middle-class life, celebrity
culture, and the pretensions of society. This play showcases Kaufman and Hart?s sharp wit and
their talent for creating memorable, larger-than-life characters.

Plot Summary

The play centers on Sheridan Whiteside, a witty and abrasive critic who injures himself after falling
during a dinner engagement at a prominent Ohio family's home. Forced to stay confined to the
household due to his injury, Whiteside's eccentricities and manipulations create chaos and hilarity.
His presence upsets the lives of the family and visitors, exposing the absurdities of social pretenses.

Themes and Impact

- Satire of celebrity culture and societal elitism
- The absurdities of social manners and conventions
- The humorous depiction of human foibles and eccentricities
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The Man Who Came to Dinner remains one of Kaufman and Hart?s most enduring comedies,
frequently revived and adapted for stage and screen, appreciated for its clever dialogue and
insightful satire.

3. Once in a Lifetime (1930)

Overview and Significance

Once in a Lifetime is a satirical comedy that explores the early days of the film industry, capturing
the excitement and folly of the Hollywood boom era. This play showcases Kaufman and Hart?s
sharp wit and their ability to parody societal trends.

Plot Summary

The play follows three vaudeville performers?Chauncey, Morris, and Jerry?who stumble into the
burgeoning film industry in Hollywood. They are eager to become movie stars but quickly realize the
superficiality and greed that pervades Hollywood. Their naivety and ambition lead to comic
misunderstandings and satirical commentary on the American obsession with fame and fortune.

Themes and Impact

- Satire of Hollywood and the entertainment industry
- The American Dream and its illusions
- The folly of chasing fleeting fame

Once in a Lifetime is regarded as a humorous yet insightful critique of Hollywood?s early days,
highlighting societal obsession with glamour and success. Its playful parody and social commentary
continue to make it relevant.

Legacy and Influence of Kaufman and Hart?s Plays

The plays by Kaufman and Hart have left a lasting legacy in American theater and beyond. Their
ability to blend humor with social critique has influenced countless playwrights, comedians, and
filmmakers. Their works remain popular in repertory theaters worldwide, often studied for their witty
dialogue, memorable characters, and sharp social insights.

Key aspects of their legacy include:

- Enduring relevance of themes such as societal expectations and individual freedom
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- Mastery in combining comedy with meaningful commentary
- Inspiration for subsequent generations of playwrights and performers

Conclusion

Kaufman and Hart?s plays?particularly You Can't Take It with You, The Man Who Came to Dinner,
and Once in a Lifetime?continue to captivate audiences with their clever humor, incisive social
critiques, and timeless themes. Their collaborative genius created works that are not only
entertaining but also serve as reflections on human nature and society. These plays remain
essential staples of American theater, inspiring adaptations and performances that keep their legacy
alive. Whether exploring the eccentricities of family life, satirizing Hollywood, or celebrating
individuality, Kaufman and Hart?s works are truly once in a lifetime masterpieces that have shaped
the landscape of American comedy and drama.
 
Once in a Lifetime: An Investigative Review of Kaufman and Hart?s Timeless Satire

Introduction

The American stage has been graced by many legendary playwrights, but few have wielded satire
with the sharpness and wit of George S. Kaufman and Moss Hart. Their collaborative works,
particularly the trilogy of plays centered around the fictional city of New York and its inhabitants,
stand as enduring examples of theatrical comedy infused with incisive social commentary. Among
these, Once in a Lifetime emerges not just as a comedic masterpiece but as an insightful exploration
of fame, societal aspirations, and the human condition during the early 20th century.

This article undertakes a detailed examination of three plays by Kaufman and Hart, with a focus on
Once in a Lifetime. We will explore the historical context in which these plays were conceived,
analyze their thematic depth, scrutinize their theatrical techniques, and assess their enduring
relevance. This investigation aims to shed light on the artistry behind these works, their influence on
American theatre, and why they continue to resonate with audiences today.

The Creative Partnership of Kaufman and Hart

Before delving into the plays themselves, it is vital to understand the collaboration between Kaufman
and Hart. Kaufman, a seasoned director and critic, and Hart, a playwright and novelist, teamed up in
the late 1920s to produce a series of comedies that often satirized American society and the
entertainment industry. Their synergy combined Kaufman?s sharp wit and theatrical savvy with
Hart?s literary talent and character-driven storytelling.

Their partnership produced several notable plays, including You Can?t Take It with You, The Man
Who Came to Dinner, and, most pertinently, the trilogy of Once in a Lifetime, The Human Comedy,
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and The Great Series. The trio of plays reflects a fascination with societal pretensions, the allure of
Hollywood, and the human folly that underpins the American Dream.

Once in a Lifetime: Context and Background

Once in a Lifetime premiered in 1930, during the roaring twenties?a period marked by rapid
technological advances, economic prosperity, and cultural upheaval. This play captures the zeitgeist
of an era obsessed with the burgeoning film industry and the seductive allure of fame and fortune.

Kaufman and Hart wrote Once in a Lifetime as a satirical comedy that mocks the naive enthusiasm
of early silent film actors and the Hollywood dream factory. It is set in a fictional Hollywood film
studio, focusing on three aspiring actors who stumble into the world of cinema with little
understanding of its mechanics but great ambition.

The play's initial reception was mixed, with some critics appreciating its humor and satire, while
others found it too pointed or satirical. However, it has since been recognized as a prescient critique
of Hollywood?s transformation from a fledgling industry into a cultural behemoth.

Thematic Analysis of Once in a Lifetime

- The Illusion of Stardom

At its core, the play explores the illusion versus reality of Hollywood fame. The characters, Virgil,
Jerry, and May, are naive dreamers who believe in the magic of the movies but are unprepared for
the harsh realities of the industry. Their journey reflects broader societal fantasies about success
and the American Dream.

- Media and Society

Kaufman and Hart critique how media shapes perceptions of reality. The play depicts Hollywood as
a place where appearances are everything, and the truth is often sacrificed for spectacle. The
characters? obsession with image and superficiality mirrors the growing influence of mass media in
American life.

- Social Climbing and Class Aspirations

Once in a Lifetime satirizes the desire for social mobility and the obsession with upward mobility,
illustrating how characters are willing to reinvent themselves or distort the truth to attain societal
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recognition.

- Technological Change and Cultural Shifts

The play captures the transformative period of the late 1920s and early 1930s, emphasizing how
technological advancements?like the transition from silent films to "talkies"?disrupted traditional
norms and created new opportunities and anxieties.

Dramatic and Theatrical Techniques

Kaufman and Hart employed various theatrical devices to enhance their satire:

- Metatheatre: The play often blurs the line between reality and fiction, with characters
commenting on their roles and the theatrical process itself, heightening the satirical tone.

- Exaggeration and Caricature: Characters are drawn with bold, exaggerated traits, embodying
societal stereotypes and follies.

- Rapid Dialogue and Wit: The screenplay-like dialogue accelerates the comedic rhythm,
emphasizing satire through clever wordplay and timing.

- Visual Gags and Set Design: The play?s staging often features dynamic sets that mimic
Hollywood studios, reinforcing the themes of illusion and spectacle.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Once in a Lifetime has undergone numerous revivals, each reaffirming its relevance. Critics have
lauded its cleverness, humor, and insightful critique of Hollywood. Notably, its portrayal of the
naivety of newcomers in a corrupt industry remains pertinent today, echoing contemporary concerns
about celebrity culture and media manipulation.

The play?s influence extends beyond theatre into film and popular culture, inspiring adaptations and
references that underscore its status as a cultural touchstone.

Comparative Analysis with Other Kaufman and Hart Plays

To understand the significance of Once in a Lifetime, it is instructive to compare it with two other
plays by Kaufman and Hart:

- You Can?t Take It with You (1936)
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- Theme: Family, happiness, societal expectations
- Approach: Sentimental comedy with satire
- Comparison: While Once in a Lifetime satirizes Hollywood and fame, You Can?t Take It with

You champions individual happiness over material wealth. Both reveal societal hypocrisies but differ
in tone?biting vs. heartfelt.

- The Man Who Came to Dinner (1939)

- Theme: Ego, social pretensions, the absurdity of fame
- Approach: Character-driven farce
- Comparison: Both plays explore the human desire for recognition, but The Man Who Came to

Dinner focuses on social pretensions within a domestic setting, contrasting with the industry critique
in Once in a Lifetime.

Enduring Relevance and Modern Interpretations

Despite its nearly a century since premiere, Once in a Lifetime remains remarkably relevant. The
play?s satire of media obsession and superficiality resonates in the age of social media, where
image often trumps substance. Its depiction of naive optimism confronting the corrupting influence of
fame mirrors modern celebrity culture and Hollywood?s ongoing evolution.

Contemporary productions often highlight its themes through innovative staging, emphasizing the
play?s meta-theatrical elements and its critique of spectacle. Modern directors have also
emphasized its critique of capitalism and consumerism, aligning it with current social debates.

Conclusion

Once in a Lifetime by Kaufman and Hart stands as a testament to their genius in blending comedy
with social critique. Its satirical portrayal of Hollywood?s early days offers timeless insights into
human nature?s fascination with fame and illusion. The play, along with their other works,
exemplifies how theatre can serve as both entertainment and a mirror to society?s follies.

As we continue to grapple with issues of media manipulation, celebrity culture, and societal
aspirations, Once in a Lifetime remains a vital piece of theatrical history?an insightful, hilarious, and
profound reflection on the American Dream?s enduring allure. Its enduring relevance underscores
the brilliance of Kaufman and Hart?s craftsmanship and affirms their place among the great voices
of American theatre.
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End of Article
 

 QuestionAnswer What are the three plays by Kaufman and Hart collectively known as 'Once in a
Lifetime'? Actually, 'Once in a Lifetime' is a single play written by Kaufman and Hart, not a trilogy.
However, Kaufman and Hart are known for other notable works like 'You Can't Take It with You' and
'The Man Who Came to Dinner.' What is the main plot of Kaufman and Hart's play 'Once in a
Lifetime'? 'Once in a Lifetime' is a satirical comedy about three vaudeville performers who travel to
Hollywood to learn about the film industry and end up being caught up in the glamour and illusions
of Hollywood's early days. Why is 'Once in a Lifetime' considered a significant work in American
theater? It's regarded as a sharp satire of Hollywood and the American obsession with fame and
entertainment, showcasing Kaufman and Hart's wit and social commentary during the Golden Age
of Broadway. How does 'Once in a Lifetime' reflect the themes of illusion and reality? The play
explores how characters are seduced by the glamour of Hollywood, blurring the lines between
illusion and reality, and highlighting the superficial nature of fame and the entertainment industry.
Are there any notable adaptations of 'Once in a Lifetime'? Yes, 'Once in a Lifetime' has been
adapted into several productions, including a notable Broadway revival in 2000. Its satirical themes
continue to resonate, making it a popular choice for theater companies. 
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