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The Enduring Charm of Neil Simon's Plaza Suite

In the pantheon of American comedy, few names shine as brightly as Neil Simon. His ability to dissect the human
condition with razor-sharp wit and profound empathy made him a titan of the stage. Among his vast and celebrated
body of work, Neil Simon Plaza Suite stands as a quintessential masterpiece of comedic theatre. First premiering
on Broadway in 1968, this play is a triptych of one-act comedies, each unfolding in the same luxurious suite (room
719) of the iconic Plaza Hotel in New York City. More than a simple collection of skits, Plaza Suite Neil Simon
crafted is a cohesive exploration of love, marriage, and the often hilarious, sometimes heartbreaking, struggles of
middle-class life. This article delves into the rich layers of this beloved play, examining its structure, characters,
themes, and enduring legacy in the world of theatre and popular culture.

The Origins of Neil Simon's Plaza Suite

To fully appreciate Plaza Suite, one must understand the context in which Neil Simon wrote it. By 1968, Simon
was already a household name, having authored a string of hit plays including Barefoot in the Park and The Odd
Couple. His signature style was already well-established: rapid-fire one-liners, perfectly timed comic beats, and a
deep understanding of urban, Jewish-American anxieties. However, with Plaza Suite, Simon experimented with
structure. Instead of a single narrative, he presented three separate stories connected by a common location. This
format allowed him to explore different facets of romantic relationships—from the mundane to the manic—within
a single theatrical evening.

Neil Simon's Writing Style and the Three-Act Structure

Simon’s genius lay in his ability to make the ordinary extraordinary. Plaza Suite Neil Simon wrote is a prime
example of how a single setting can become a microcosm for the world. The Plaza Hotel itself, with its opulence
and history, serves as a silent character. It represents aspiration, romance, and a touch of old-world glamour that
contrasts sharply with the very human, often petty, problems of the characters. Simon used the suite as a pressure
cooker, forcing his characters into confined spaces where their defenses crumble and their true selves emerge. This
structural choice was both a challenge and a triumph, showcasing his immense talent for dialogue and character
development within a constrained framework.

Inspiration and Setting: The Plaza Hotel as a Character

The choice of the Plaza Hotel was no accident. In the late 1960s, the Plaza was the epitome of New York
sophistication. By setting his play there, Simon immediately established a tone of ironic contrast. The grandeur of
the hotel underscores the pettiness of some arguments or the desperation of others. The hotel represents a
fantasy—a place where couples go to rekindle romance or escape reality. Yet, in each act of Neil Simon's Plaza
Suite, that fantasy crumbles under the weight of reality. The setting becomes a symbol of the gap between
expectation and experience, a central theme in Simon's comedic universe.

Plot and Structure of Plaza Suite

The play is divided into three distinct acts, each featuring a different couple and a different stage of relational
crisis. While each act is a self-contained story, they are linked by the hotel suite and a shared thematic exploration
of how people communicate—or fail to communicate—when the pressure is on. The genius of the Plaza Suite
Neil Simon structure is that the escalating chaos makes the final act all the more cathartic.

Act One: Sam and Karen Nash (A Visitor from Mamaroneck)

The first act introduces us to Sam and Karen Nash, a middle-aged couple from the suburbs who have returned to
the suite where they spent their honeymoon. Sam, a businessman, is distracted and eager to leave; Karen,
sentimental and romantic, wants to relive the magic. The act is a masterclass in comic tension. Karen’s gentle
prodding and Sam’s obliviousness build to a revelation: Sam is having an affair with his secretary. This could be a
tragic moment, but Simon infuses it with painful comedy. Karen’s attempts to salvage the weekend and Sam’s
bumbling attempts to appease her lead to a series of hilarious misunderstandings. Ultimately, the act ends with a
fragile truce, a poignant look at the accommodations people make to stay together. This act is a cornerstone of
what makes Plaza Suite so relatable: the quiet desperation of a long-term marriage.

Act Two: Jesse and Muriel (A Visitor from Hollywood)

The second act is a complete tonal shift. It features Jesse Kiplinger, a brash Hollywood producer, and Muril Tate, a
mousy housewife who was his childhood sweetheart. Jesse is all swagger and innuendo, attempting to seduce
Muriel into a clandestine affair. Muriel, initially flustered, is torn between her conventional life and the lure of
forbidden excitement. The comedy here is more farcical, driven by Jesse’s relentless advances and Muriel’s
nervous, giggly resistance. This act is often considered the lightest of the three, but it contains sharp commentary
on celebrity, nostalgia, and the narratives people construct about their past. The Plaza Suite Neil Simon explores
here the fantasy of the "other life"—the one that got away—and the comedic absurdity of trying to recapture it.

Act Three: Roy and Norma Hubley (A Visitor from Forest Hills)

The third and most famous act, "A Visitor from Forest Hills," is a frantic, door-slamming farce that builds to a
breathtaking climax. Roy Hubley, a harried father, and his wife Norma are desperately trying to coax their
daughter, Mimsey, out of the locked bathroom on her wedding day. The bride-to-be has suddenly gotten cold feet.
This act is a tour de force of comic energy. Roy, in particular, goes through a full arc of emotions: frustration,
anger, pleading, and ultimately, a raw, vulnerable honesty. Simon’s dialogue here is at its most frantic, with
overlapping lines and physical comedy that rivals classic vaudeville. The act culminates in a now-legendary scene
where Roy must climb from a high window to the bathroom ledge. This blend of high-stakes farce and genuine
emotion is what makes this act the most celebrated part of Neil Simon's Plaza Suite.
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Beneath the laughs, Plaza Suite tackles enduring themes that resonate with audiences of any era. Simon never
allows the comedy to diminish the genuine pain or confusion his characters feel.

Marriage and Relationships Across Time

Each act presents a different stage of a relationship. Act One is about a long marriage gone stale; Act Two is about
the temptation of infidelity; Act Three is about the chaos of family and letting go. Together, they form a complete,
if cynical, portrait of love. Plaza Suite Neil Simon uses the hotel as a stage for these rituals of romance—the
honeymoon, the illicit rendezvous, the wedding—and then shows how those rituals often go comically awry. The
play asks a fundamental question: Can love survive the trivial annoyances and major betrayals of everyday life?
The answer is nuanced, but Simon suggests that perhaps the struggle itself is what makes the connection
meaningful.

Communication (and Miscommunication)

The most consistent comic device in Plaza Suite is the failure of communication. Characters talk over each other,
misunderstand intentions, and cling to preconceived notions. In Act One, Sam and Karen talk about their weekend
but miss each other’s emotional needs entirely. In Act Two, Jesse’s directness is completely mismatched with
Muriel’s hesitation. In Act Three, the entire crisis stems from a breakdown in family dialogue. Simon shows that
much of our comedy and tragedy comes from the gap between what we say and what we mean. The play is a
clever, bittersweet meditation on the difficulty of truly hearing one another.

The Passage of Time and Nostalgia

Time is a constant presence. The Nashes return to recapture their youth; Jesse tries to relive a high school crush;
the Hubleys are thrust into a moment where their little girl becomes a wife. The hotel suite, frozen in its elegant
decor, reminds everyone of what they once were. Plaza Suite Neil Simon acknowledges nostalgia as a powerful,
often deceptive force. The characters are haunted by the past, and their attempts to either escape it or reclaim it
lead to the play's most poignant and funny moments.

The success of Plaza Suite owes much to its original productions and subsequent revivals, which have attracted
some of the biggest names in comedy.

Original Broadway Production (1968)

The original Broadway production starred George C. Scott as the various male leads, with Maureen Stapleton as
the female leads. Their performances were legendary, earning Scott a Tony Award nomination. The production ran
for over a thousand performances, solidifying Plaza Suite as a commercial and critical hit. The chemistry between
Scott and Stapleton, both masters of comic timing, set the gold standard for the play.

1971 Film Adaptation

In 1971, Neil Simon adapted his play for the screen, directed by Arthur Hiller. Walter Matthau stepped into the
role of all three husbands, and Maureen Stapleton reprised her role for two of the three acts. The film is a
delightful artifact of early 1970s Hollywood, with Matthau’s grumpy charm perfectly suiting the material. The
movie adaptation helped introduce Neil Simon Plaza Suite to a wider audience and remains a beloved comedy
classic. The film version captures the play's frantic energy, especially in the third act, which is often regarded as
one of the funniest sequences in film history.

Revivals and Modern Interpretations

Plaza Suite has been revived multiple times on Broadway and in regional theatres. A 2022 revival starring
Mathew Broderick and Sarah Jessica Parker brought the play to a new generation. This production was praised for
its respectful handling of the material while infusing it with contemporary sensibilities. It demonstrated that the
themes of Neil Simon's Plaza Suite remain timeless, and the comedic structure is durable enough to support fresh
interpretations of the three couples.

Upon its release, critics lauded Plaza Suite for its clever construction and hilarious dialogue. While some
dismissed it as lightweight entertainment, others recognized it as a sophisticated commentary on the American
middle class.

Awards and Nominations

The play earned several Tony Award nominations, including Best Play and Best Actress for Maureen Stapleton.
Although it did not win the top prize, its box office success and enduring popularity are testaments to its quality.
The film adaptation also received critical acclaim and helped cement Simon’s reputation as a master of screen
comedy.

Influence on Later Comedy

The influence of Plaza Suite can be seen in countless sitcoms and comedic plays that use a single location to
explore multiple relationships. The idea of a "connected" set of one-act plays became a popular format. Simon’s
ability to



