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“I had a friend once said, ‘Norman, I don’t care if there are only three people out front, or if the audience laugh when they shouldn’t, or don’t when they should; one person, just one person is certain to know and understand. And I act for him.’ That’s what my friend said.”

The Dresser BY RONALD HARWOOD





FOR DAGNY



“…into that good night.”

                                                   DYLAN THOMAS
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INTRODUCTION

The first edition of The Ultimate Scene and Monologue Sourcebook was published in 1994. Many of the plays referenced in that first edition are classics or standards, and so I have left them in this new edition. But there are many revisions: I deleted approximately 15 percent of the plays from the first edition because, after reconsidering them, they felt out-of-date to me, topically irrelevant, or perhaps had gone out of print. And I replaced them with as many new ones. The overall text of this new handbook is actually longer than that of the first edition.

As before, the standard I applied to inclusion was whether or not a play or monologue would work in an acting class or audition. As all professional actors know, conflicts and/or obstacles provide essential elements of a scene or monologue, and I have paid particular attention to where they arise. It is not interesting or theatrically satisfying for an audience to watch two characters on stage simply talking about something. There must be negotiation, either with oneself, with the other character, and/or with the situation. One can be certain that the scenes and monologues from the plays referenced in this book are well structured and playable.

I personally learned a lot about acting while performing in original plays off-Broadway and off-off-Broadway. The challenge with original plays is that while the work itself may be flawed, the actor must nevertheless make it work. It is a different creative process from working on, say, The Glass Menagerie by Tennessee Williams. You know from the start that a Williams play will work. It is up to you, the actor, to find a key that opens it. You don’t have to wonder whether the play itself is weak. Everything in this volume has been kitchen-tested in front of paying audiences at one time or another. In short, the plays themselves work. That doesn’t mean they are all the modern-day equivalent of Shakespeare, but it does mean that actors and acting teachers can trust them.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The Ultimate Scene and Monologue Sourcebook is a reference tool. It is not like most monologue or scene books. In it, you will find a synopsis of each play, descriptions of scenes, first and last lines, plus notes that I consider pertinent. I may, for example, suggest that a particular play is best for experienced actors rather than for beginners. Pinter, for instance, is usually not the best playwright to start with during initial training (as opposed, say, to Sam Shepard or Arthur Miller) because so much of the conflict is under the surface. When you find something in the book that you want to work on, you will still have to go out and find the complete play. I have not printed entire excerpted scenes or monologues, which is the case in most scene and monologue books. I think it essential that an actor read the whole play.

The book contains seven parts, which you can cross-reference. Part One lists the plays alphabetically and includes a synopsis and analysis of each. If you read through the synopses beginning to end, you likely will find descriptions of plays you want to work on. At the end of each synopsis entry is a reference as to what sort of scenes from the play you will find to work on. There are parts in the book for Male/Female Scenes, Female/Female Scenes, Male/Male Scenes, Female Monologues—and so on. When you find something you like in the synopses, you can easily flip to the appropriate cross-referenced section for further descriptions of individual scenes or monologues.

In the last pages of the book, you will find multiple indexes. You can search the material by playwright, scene type, age, gender, or ethnicity. If you are specifically looking for a play by Eugene O’Neill to work on, then go first to the Playwright index and look under O’Neill. That will tell you on which pages to look for the material.

Finally, as you use The Ultimate Scene and Monologue Sourcebook, please keep the following provisos in mind. Just because I reference only one or two scenes from a given play does not mean the play does not contain other suitable material. I have tried to list only what I consider to be the strongest material, but it is entirely possible that, when you read the entire play, you will find something you like better.

Whenever possible, I use acting editions as source material. Acting editions are often different from library editions and can lead to a bit of confusion if you are not careful. Take, for instance, the work of Tennessee Williams. He originally wrote many of his plays in a three-act format, but the works also appear in two-act versions because he continued to fiddle with them long after he “finished” them. To a lesser degree, I encountered the same kind of problem with the works of Lillian Hellman and William Inge. As a result, if you select a scene or monologue that is referenced here but then can’t find the material in the compilation from your local library, don’t despair. It is probably in the text somewhere; you just need to do a little more investigating. If, however, you are unable to locate the scene or monologue in question, you might wind up having to order an acting edition of the play. For this reason, and because many of the referenced plays can’t be found in libraries, I included contact information for a few major theatrical retailers.
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PART ONE

PLAY SYNOPSES/ANALYSES

ABSENT FRIENDS

by Alan Ayckbourn (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Colin’s fiancée recently drowned, and a group of former friends have invited him to a tea party to lift his spirits. The problem is that his friends have marital and other personal problems of their own, and Colin is quite happy with his sentimental memories. The more they try to take his mind off his deceased lover, the more he insists on talking about her, which depresses everyone. He then good-naturedly tries to solve their problems, which makes the get-together even more disastrous.

ANALYSIS: This play is one of Alan Ayckbourn’s less-often performed comedies, significant for its lack of physical action. For the most part, the characters sit around a table talking, so the humor comes from what the audience members discover about their lives. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (1), Female Monologues (1), Female/Female Scenes (1)

ABSURD PERSON SINGULAR

by Alan Ayckbourn (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Three couples gather on three consecutive Christmas Eves, and the action takes place in their respective kitchens. In the course of these three years, the characters go through reversals of fortune. The struggling couple in Act I become real-estate moguls in Act III, while the bank manager who lends them money in Act I watches his marriage and business fall apart at the same time. The third couple, an architect and his wife, go from blue skies to attempted suicide.

ANALYSIS: This 1972 comedy starts out with humor, leans toward farce in Act II, and by the end, turns dark. With Alan Ayckbourn, the structure is frequently the thing. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (2), Three-Person Scenes (1)

AFTER THE FALL

by Arthur Miller (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: The action takes place in Quentin’s mind and memory as he tries desperately to find meaningful connections in his life. There is no plot per se; the scenes jump around like the workings of his mind, involving confrontations with former wives, as well as his parents, brother, and business associates.

ANALYSIS: Difficult, intellectually challenging material appropriate for advanced actors.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (1), Male/Female Scenes (3)

AGNES OF GOD

by John Pielmeier (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: A troubled young nun with practically no exposure to the outside world surprises everyone by having a baby at the convent. At birth, the infant is killed and stuffed into a wastebasket. Who is the father? Who killed the baby? Was Agnes alone in the room when the baby was born? She claims not to remember anything about the event and refuses to name the father, even under hypnosis. The core of the drama focuses on the efforts of a court-appointed psychiatrist to determine whether Agnes is sane and the psychiatrist’s conflict with Catholicism and Agnes’s Mother Superior.

ANALYSIS: This marvelously theatrical drama, which is played out on a bare stage, is chock-full of tense scenes that address universal issues. Each of the characters is strongly defined. Amanda Plummer won a Tony for playing Agnes in the 1982 production. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female Monologues (2), Female/Female Scenes (3)

AH, WILDERNESS!

by Eugene O’Neill (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: An innocent coming-of-age story set on the Connecticut shore, July 4, 1906. Exploding fireworks provide the backdrop for exploding passions, both romantic and political, for sixteen-year-old Richard Miller, fresh out of high school and already a confirmed individualist. When he presents his lady love with verses of purple poetry from the pages of Algernon Charles Swinburne, all hell breaks loose. Everyone gets upset for a while but in the end, the young lovers are together once again—and probably forever.

ANALYSIS: Completed in 1942, this is Eugene O’Neill’s only full-length comedy. It draws on his memories of a boyhood love for one Maibelle Scott. The famous George M. Cohan played Nat Miller in the first production. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (2), Male/Female Scenes (2)

ALL MY SONS

by Arthur Miller (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: The background: Joe Keller and Steve Deever were neighbors and business partners until their company sold defective airplane-engine parts during World War II, a crime for which Steve went to prison. Joe maintained his innocence, served a very short prison sentence, and continued to build a prosperous business alone. But he was actually more at fault than Steve. The defective parts resulted in twenty-one plane crashes, and when Steve’s Army-officer son, Larry, learned the truth about his father’s complicity, he was so deeply ashamed, he committed suicide in combat.

During the play, Joe’s youngest son, Chris, becomes engaged to Larry’s former fiancée, Ann, and everyone in the family finally has to confront the facts of Joe’s crime. Unable to live with the guilt of his actions once they are out in the open, Joe commits suicide.

ANALYSIS: A classic from 1947 about the decisions people make in life and their consequences. Elia Kazan won the very first Tony Award for directing the play. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (1), Female/Female Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (1)

AMADEUS

by Peter Shaffer (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: The story of Mozart’s life and early death as told by Antonio Salieri, a less-talented, fatally jealous composer and court favorite. The premise of the play is that Salieri himself orchestrated Mozart’s tragic demise.

ANALYSIS: Brilliant in concept and presentation, Amadeus unfortunately provides little opportunity for scenework. It won Tony Awards for Best Play and Best Director in 1980. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (1), Male/Female Scenes (1)

AMEN CORNER, THE

by James Baldwin (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Sister Margaret Alexander is the pastor of a small Harlem church located above the apartment where she lives with her son, David, and her older sister. To all appearances, Margaret is a passionate, committed spokeswoman for the Lord. But her entire life starts to crumble when her former husband, Luke, shows up, clearly nearing the end of his life. His presence in the home rivets the couple’s eighteen-year-old son, who has been trying to decide whether or not to follow in the footsteps of his musician father, a life that his mother claims is sinful. Luke also affects Margaret, reminding her of the pleasures of marriage she left behind ten years ago when she walked out with son David.

Meanwhile, the church elders are watching this family drama play out and have come to question Margaret’s sanctity. They conspire to have her removed as a pastor. In the final moments of the play, David leaves home for good, determined to be a professional musician, and Margaret acknowledges her love for Luke as he dies in her arms. Although she’ll no longer lead the small church, she has found a more profound peace in human love and acceptance.

ANALYSIS: A lovely 1961 drama by a major American writer, full of insight and poetry. The entire cast is African-American. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (3), Female Monologues (1), Male/Male Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (2)

AMERI/CAIN GOTHIC

by Paul Carter Harrison (Totem Voices: Plays from the Black World Repertory, edited by Paul Carter Harrison, Grove Press)

SYNOPSIS: Harper, a private investigator responsible for reconnoitering a Memphis motel before Martin Luther King’s arrival, is distracted from his job when he comes across Cass. She is a recluse living in the rooming house from which the fatal bullet is ultimately fired. Cass is suffering from a grave sense of imminent violence and solicits Harper’s help.

ANALYSIS: Difficult two-character play requiring strong, intelligent, trusting actors. A continual air of danger and sexual attraction permeates the drama.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (1), Female Monologues (1), Male/Female Scenes (1)

AMERICAN BUFFALO

by David Mamet (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Three small-time crooks plot to steal a coin collection. Don Dubrow, the owner of the junk shop where they hang out, is calling the shots. Teach maneuvers to cut Bob, his rather slow-witted gofer, out of the job and the money. In the end, violence erupts, and the robbery doesn’t take place.

ANALYSIS: This play, David Mamet’s first to reach Broadway, won the Drama Critics’ Circle Award for Best American Play in 1977. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (3)

AMERICAN PLAN, THE

by Richard Greenberg (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Eva Adler, her daughter, Lili, and their maid, Olivia, are spending another summer in the Catskills. Lili meets, falls in love with, and becomes engaged to a nice young man staying in the hotel across the lake. Then everything unravels as the audience learns that the young man is gay. Lili is emotionally frail, and Eva is haunted by memories of Nazi Germany. The play covers a twenty-year span from the 1950s through the 1970s.

ANALYSIS: Very complex characters populate this finely imagined 1991 play. At first it appears almost like a romantic comedy but then turns quite dark. Most individual scenes are fairly straightforward, but the subtext takes them to a different level. This makes for some interesting acting challenges. For sophisticated actors.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (1), Male/Male Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (3)

ANASTASIA

by Marcelle Maurette (adapted by Guy Bolton, Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Bounine, former aide-de-camp to the late Russian tsar Nicholas II and more recently a cab driver in Berlin, discovers a young woman who has confessed to a hospital nurse that she is the Tsar’s only-surviving daughter, Anastasia. When Bounine confronts her with this rumor, she denies it, claiming that she just made up the story for something to do. However, he is aware that if the real Anastasia were ever to surface, she would inherit the huge fortune left behind when all the other members of her family were assassinated in 1918. So Bounine and some unscrupulous cohorts conspire to pass the woman off as the real Anastasia with the intention of gaining access to the money.

The trouble with the men’s scheme is that the woman is inconsistent; sometimes she cooperates and sometimes she doesn’t. She may, in fact, be brain-damaged from a violent factory explosion. Nonetheless, the men persist until they finally persuade the woman to go alone with their plan. Then, at the very moment she is to be presented to the public and the press, she walks out the back door and disappears into the streets. The play ends with a strong implication that the woman may indeed be the real Anastasia, but life has become too complicated for her to handle.

ANALYSIS: This 1954 play deals with a large subject. There are several good scenes. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (3)

ANDERSONVILLE TRIAL, THE

by Saul Levitt (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Based on the actual 1865 trial of Confederate officer Henry Wirz, who was in charge of the infamous Andersonville Prison in Georgia during the Civil War. Approximately 14,000 Union soldiers died there, most of whom fell prey to bad food and water, insufficient clothing, and disease. Wirz was found guilty of conspiracy to kill the soldiers and was executed.

ANALYSIS: Courtroom dramas can be fun because they frequently address moral issues headon. On the other hand, the plays provide few two-person scenes. Young George C. Scott played Colonel Chipman in the 1959 premiere. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (1), Male Monologues (1)

AND MISS REARDON DRINKS A LITTLE

by Paul Zindel (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: The ultimate dysfunctional family, full of religious guilt and plenty of dirty little secrets. Probably set in Queens, New York, although the location isn’t specified. Three sisters work in the educational system: Anna is a high-school chemistry teacher, Catherine is an assistant principal, and Ceil is a member of the school board. After their mother’s recent death, Anna had a nervous breakdown and was sexually involved with a high-school student. His parents are now threatening to sue the school unless Anna is sent to a hospital for psychological treatment. The action of the play revolves around Ceil and Catherine’s struggle to decide whether to have Anna committed. Ultimately, they do put her in the hospital.

ANALYSIS: Well-written, caustic. Played Broadway in 1971. Estelle Parsons was nominated for a Tony, and Rae Allen won one. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (1), Three-Person Scenes (1)

ANGELS IN AMERICA: A GAY FANTASIA ON NATIONAL THEMES, PART I: MILLENNIUM APPROACHES

by Tony Kushner (Theatre Communications Group)

SYNOPSIS: A simple description of the characters and plot is not only impossible but also can’t begin to do justice to this remarkable play, which blends reality with fantasy, humans with angels, and the past with the present—and then asks the audience to look at the meaning of it all through the rosy prism of Ronald Reagan’s vision of America. The vast canvas of this challenging work is anchored by two couples, one gay and one heterosexual, whose respective relationships dissolve and recombine in unexpected ways.

ANALYSIS: Angels in America: A Gay Fantasia on National Themes is presented in two parts, the first of which is Millennium Approaches, and the second of which is Perestroika. Graphic and frequently disturbing as the play wrestles with erotic and political themes, scenework is appropriate for experienced actors. The play won the 1993 Pulitzer Prize as well as four Tony Awards, including Best Play.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (3), Male/Male Scenes (2)

ANNA CHRISTIE

by Eugene O’Neill (Anna Christie, The Emperor Jones, The Hairy Ape; Vintage Books)

SYNOPSIS: Anna has traveled from middle-America to New York City for a reunion with her father, whom she hasn’t seen for fifteen years. She moves in with him on the coal barge he captains and is happy in the fresh sea air and crisp fog. A few days later, a group of shipwrecked sailors are brought on board, and Anna immediately falls in love with one of them, an Irishman named Mat Burke. He proposes marriage but, strangely, Anna won’t accept. Then, in a tumultuous confession, she tells Mat and her father that she isn’t the innocent farm girl they presume her to be, and that she was abused by her foster family and had turned to prostitution. The men react not with compassion and understanding, but with horror and anger. Both feel betrayed by Anna’s sordid past. When they stumble off on a drunken binge, Anna concludes that all men are despicable and that reform is futile.

But as Anna prepares to return to the street, the men come back, full of remorse. Mat still wants to marry her after all, and her father has made arrangements for her financial security while he is away at sea. Ironically, the two men are going to ship out on the same boat to Cape Town. Anna accepts Mat’s proposal and, as the men depart, she promises to make a nice home for them to return to.

ANALYSIS: Eugene O’Neill took a great deal of heat for—and was defensive about—putting a too-pat happy ending on Anna Christie. Still, this 1921 drama popularized O’Neill’s name once and for all and won him a second Pulitzer Prize. Greta Garbo’s first “talking” film was the 1930 version of Anna Christie. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (3), Female Monologues (1)

ANOTHER ANTIGONE

by A. R. Gurney, Jr. (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Henry Harper is an intellectually aloof teacher of Greek drama at a Boston college. One of his senior students, Judy Miller, hands in a new version of the Greek classic Antigone, readapting it so that it now reads as an antinuclear-arms statement. Unimpressed by Judy’s efforts, Henry considers the rewrite to be “another Antigone,” lacking in discipline and ignorant of the meaning of tragedy, just like similar efforts made by previous students; he refuses to give her a passing grade. When Judy decides to follow through with her play, to see it produced at the college, teacher and student divide into warring camps. In the spirit of Greek tragedy, these opposing forces cause each other grief.

ANALYSIS: This is a relatively unknown gem from A. R. Gurney, Jr.; intellectually challenging, full of excellent scenes and monologues, beautifully written and conceived. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (4), Male Monologues (1), Female Monologues (1)

APPROACHING ZANZIBAR

by Tina Howe (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: The Blossom family drives 2,000 miles from Hastings, New York, to Taos, New Mexico, in order to visit Aunt Olivia, a famous artist, before she dies. On the way they frolic, argue, meet strangers, have nightmares, play jokes, sleep in tents, and learn about life.

ANALYSIS: The sole reason I am including this play is because it contains an excellent monologue for an older actress. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female Monologues (1)

ART

by Yasmina Reza (Faber and Faber)

SYNOPSIS: Serge buys a white-on-white modern painting for a small fortune. His long-time friend Marc cannot understand how someone he thinks he knows so well could do something so stupid. The purchase calls into question the values held by each man.

ANALYSIS: This is wonderful material for acting class. Written in the British vernacular, you may have to adapt it a bit if you want to do it American style.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (2)

AUTUMN GARDEN, THE

by Lillian Hellman (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Constance Tuckerman hosts the same visitors each year at her summer boardinghouse near the Gulf of Mexico, about one hundred miles from New Orleans. Most of the people are middle-aged or older, facing the autumn of their lives, and the play, which takes place during September 1949, provides a platform for them to take stock of their personal values and prospects.

ANALYSIS: Lillian Hellman must have been influenced by Anton Chekhov’s manner of probing the human character when she wrote The Autumn Garden. She and producer Kermit Bloomgarden even hired Harold Clurman of Group Theatre fame to direct this character-driven 1951 work on Broadway. It received mixed notices and closed after 102 performances. It is excellent fodder for scene study, however. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (1), Female/Female Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (3)

BABY DANCE, THE

by Jane Anderson (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Rachel and Richard are a childless, upwardly mobile, educated Hollywood showbiz couple who advertise for, and then decide to purchase, the as-yet-unborn child of Wanda and Al, a dirt-poor Louisiana couple. Act I takes place in Wanda and Al’s trailer home, and Act II is set in the hospital on the day the baby is born. As the play evolves, the baby suffers oxygen deprivation, and the Hollywood couple back out of the deal on account of the possibility that they might be purchasing “damaged goods.”

ANALYSIS: This play forces the audience to confront some volatile modern-day issues. The Baby Dance is billed as a drama, a good point to keep in mind since there is considerable opportunity for comedy. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (1), Female/Female Scenes (1), Three-Person Scenes (3)

BABY WITH THE BATHWATER

by Christopher Durang (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: The story follows the mostly irrational events in the life of a male child named Daisy. That’s right, Daisy. The boy has a girl’s name, and most people think he is in fact a girl.

ANALYSIS: An outlandish 1984 comedy that is full of unexplained leaps and acting transitions. Actors who work on the piece should carefully read Christopher Durang’s notes (in the back of the Dramatists Play Service acting edition pp. 55–62).

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (1), Three-Person Scenes (1)

BAD HABITS

by Terrence McNally (1990 revised edition, Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: On either side of a tranquil lake somewhere near New York City are two sanitariums where people come to be cured of their bad habits. At Dunelawn the patients are encouraged to revel in self-indulgence. They can, for example, smoke, drink, and eat high-cholesterol diets on the premise that it is best to be happy and that, if you are, the habits are not bad. The regimen at Ravenswood, on the other hand, calls for extreme self-denial and injections of serum that transform all the patients into identical automatons. There are no plots per se in these back-to-back one-act plays, just a crazy-quilt assembly line of neurotic characters trying to work out their problems.

ANALYSIS: Actors love to work on this material because it is broad and wacky. Remember, however, that underneath the comedy, each character is serious. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (3), Female Monologues (1)

BAREFOOT IN THE PARK

by Neil Simon (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Corie and Paul are newlyweds who have moved into their very first apartment, a fifth-floor walk-up on New York’s Lower East Side. Visitors one encounters during the play include Corie’s widowed mother, a telephone repairman, a deliveryman and the colorful upstairs neighbor, Victor Velasco. The primary action involves Corie’s attempt to set up her mom on a blind date with Mr. Velasco. Also, Corie and Paul have their first big marital argument, which is, of course, way overplayed because they are newlyweds.

ANALYSIS: Barefoot in the Park was first produced in New York in 1963. It is the play that made Robert Redford a star. Its joy derives from its total innocence and goodwill.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (1), Female/Female Scenes (1)

BEAR, THE

by Anton Chekhov (The Sneeze: Plays and Stories by Anton Chekhov, translated and adapted by Michael Frayn, Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Widow Popova’s late husband owes Smirnov 1,200 rubles. When she can’t pay the debt, Smirnov flies into a rage, refusing to leave her home until she comes up with the money. They argue and bicker until they agree to a pistol duel. But as Smirnov teaches the widow how to use the weapon, he realizes that he has fallen in love with her. So he proposes marriage. After some resistance, she accepts.

ANALYSIS: Delightful short comedy, truly funny. Michael Frayn does with Anton Chekhov what Richard Wilbur does with Molière. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (1), Male Monologues (1)

BEAU JEST

by James Sherman (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Sarah Goldman is a nice Jewish girl whose parents won’t leave her alone about marriage. The truth is that she is happy being single. Furthermore, her current boyfriend, Chris, is not Jewish. To get her parents off her back, Sarah invents—out of thin air—a “proper” boyfriend, a Jewish doctor. Her parents of course insist on meeting him, and so Sarah arranges for a small dinner party. To complicate things, she contacts an escort service and hires a man who will pretend to be the Jewish doctor. The escort, Bob Schroeder, arrives and plays his part perfectly, completely winning over Sarah’s parents. Later, Sarah and Bob fall for each other for real. Amid much comic confusion, Sarah and Bob look forward to the future together.

ANALYSIS: Good-natured, often very funny comedy. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (1)

BEAUTY QUEEN OF LEENANE, THE

by Martin McDonagh (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Maureen, a forty-year-old, mentally fragile virgin, is locked into terminal codependency with her continually complaining seventy-year-old mother, Mag. The two of them live in a sad little cottage in County Galway, Ireland, continually abusing one another. At times their exchanges are wildly funny and, at others, downright dangerous. Like an iceberg in which only a small fraction of the ice shows above the waterline, this complex mother/daughter relationship runs deep and, in the end, gives way to violence. The catalyst for the final resolution is a failed romantic courtship between Maureen and a local man named Pato Dooley. Mag is of course threatened by the prospect of Maureen abandoning her for a husband, and Maureen sees Pato as perhaps her only way out.

ANALYSIS: This rich material is appropriate for advanced actors. Don’t try it unless you are comfortable portraying an Irish accent and Irish ways.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (1)

BEDROOOMS: FIVE COMEDIES

by Renée Taylor and Joseph Bologna (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: My favorite of these comedies is Bill and Laura, in which a recently separated couple accidentally turns up as guests at the same dinner party. The entire confrontation takes place in the bedroom where the guests put their coats on a bed. It is wild and wooly physical comedy that ends with the two of them back in one another’s arms.

There is also a charming monologue in David and Nancy. David is the nervous father of the bride-to-be. He wakes his daughter, Nancy, in the middle of the night to tell her that he has changed his mind about allowing her to get married. The scene ends with a tender embrace and, naturally, the wedding is on.

ANALYSIS: Renée Taylor and Joseph Bologna are top-notch comedy writers, always fun. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (1), Male Monologues (1)

BELL, BOOK AND CANDLE

by John Van Druten (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Gillian Holroyd is an honest-to-goodness witch who lives in the Murray Hill section of New York City among her relatives. She becomes smitten with Sheperd Henderson, the handsome publisher who lives in her building, so she casts a spell on him to guarantee his affections. When Sheperd finds out what Gillian did, he storms out. By then, however, she is truly in love, an emotion that causes her to lose her magical powers. (Witches can’t fall in love, you see.) But in the end, Gillian and Sheperd get back together anyway and proceed down the yellow brick road.

ANALYSIS: Silly stuff, but this 1951 comedy holds up surprisingly well. It ran for 200 performances on Broadway and then was made into a 1958 movie starring Jimmy Stewart and Kim Novak. It is also part of the material upon which the hit TV series Bewitched was based. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (3)

BENT

by Martin Sherman (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: One of the few classes of people considered lower than Jews in Nazi Germany were homosexuals. Jews were required to wear yellow stars, and homosexuals forced to wear pink ones. Here, Max and Rudy must flee Berlin after a high-ranking homosexual Nazi officer is murdered. They are caught, and while being transported to Dachau, the guards kill Rudy. In the camp, Max begins a relationship with another gay prisoner, Horst, an act of love that sustains them even though they can’t touch one another physically. In the end, both men die in the camp.

ANALYSIS: Powerful, sexually graphic, beautifully written. Absolutely inappropriate for novice actors.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (4)

BETRAYAL

by Harold Pinter (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: This one-act play begins two years after the end of Jerry and Emma’s seven-year affair and moves progressively backward in time, ending with the day they decided to begin their relationship. Along the way, the consequences of their choices are sifted and exposed.

ANALYSIS: Wonderful adult material, complex relationships, brilliantly written by one of the twentieth century’s greatest playwrights. Harold Pinter was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2005. Betrayal was turned into a superb 1983 movie starring Jeremy Irons, Ben Kingsley, and Patricia Hodge. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (4)

BETWEEN DAYLIGHT AND BOONVILLE

by Matt Williams (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Set against a background of the strip-mining coal industry in southern Indiana, the story focuses on the relationships between three miners’ wives: Carla, Marlene, and Lorette. Carla longs to take her child and escape her dreary trailer park existence and a husband who has let himself go to pot. Marlene, pregnant and already the mother of two, thinks she should stand by her man no matter how tough things get. Lorette has seen it all in her sixty years and thinks the other two women are plain silly. Then, suddenly, Marlene’s husband is killed in a mining accident, and the issues the women face take on deeper implications.

ANALYSIS: There is a nice feeling of authenticity about this 1979 comedy-drama. The playwright captures the dialogue of small-town America. Maybe the play gets a bit corny at times, but it is definitely worth the effort. Good material. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (1), Female Monologues (1)

BEYOND THERAPY

by Christopher Durang (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Bruce and Prudence meet through a personal ad, but they don’t click right away. It turns out that Bruce is living with his male lover, Bob, and Prudence is sleeping with her psychiatrist. Soon, both their therapists and Bob are mixed up in a bizarre quest for romance and happiness. There doesn’t seem to be a sane character in the play. But then, what is sanity?

ANALYSIS: Wild, wonderfully improbable comedy. Actors love to play this stuff. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (5), Three-Person Scenes (1)

BIRDBATH

by Leonard Melfi (Encounters: Six One-Act Plays by Leonard Melfi, Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Velma and Frankie work at a New York cafeteria, she as a waitress, he as a cashier. Tonight, for the first time, they speak to one another, and Velma winds up going to Frankie’s apartment for some tea. Once there, he drinks premixed martinis until he is stoned and, after a while, she joins him. As the alcohol takes effect and as Frankie pushes Velma gently but insistently toward the bed, the audience learns how deeply troubled and strange Velma really is. She becomes increasingly agitated until, finally, in an outburst, she pulls a blood-encrusted knife from her purse, threatening to stab Frankie. Then she confesses that she killed her mother that very morning. Exhausted by hysteria and fear, Velma falls asleep on the bed as Frankie writes a poem about her.

ANALYSIS: This is vintage 1960s off-off Broadway material, intensely emotional. A classic of its kind, it is still produced in regional theaters today.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (2)

BIRDY

by Naomi Wallace (adapted from the William Wharton novel, Broadway Play Publishing)

SYNOPSIS: Birdy got his curious nickname back in high school because of his obsession with—and even identification with—birds. He used to actually attempt flight by donning feathers and jumping off high places; he also collected many pigeons, canaries, and parakeets in his bedroom. By the time we meet him in his early 20s in a military psychiatric hospital after World War II, he has totally withdrawn into a bird world. He squats on his bunk, will not talk, and must be handfed by hospital orderlies. His lifelong friend, Al, who also has psychological problems—though nothing approaching schizophrenia—winds up in the same hospital. Al tries to penetrate the mental fog that surrounds Birdy in order to pull him back into the real world.

ANALYSIS: This is challenging and fascinating material. Unfortunately, most of the scenes in Ms. Wallace’s adaptation are not useful for workshop because they bounce back and forth in time and involve three or four actors. I have selected one that will work (if you eliminate a character), plus three monologues. Naomi Wallace is, by the way, a MacArthur “Genius” Award winner.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (1), Male Monologues (3)

BITTER SAUCE

by Eric Bogosian (Love’s Fire—Seven New Plays Inspired by Seven Shakespearean Sonnets, William Morrow)

SYNOPSIS: Rengin is a pie-faced drunk when we first meet her. And she is sloppily wearing the wedding gown she is supposed to don tomorrow when she gets married to Herman. Soon we discover that Rengin has a secret: She has been carrying on a sex-only relationship with a biker named Red, who is scheduled to arrive shortly for a little pre-wedding nookie. Herman, her good hearted and totally unsuspecting fiancé, arrives first and sets about sobering her up. During all of this he finds out about Red and is, of course, astonished. Before he can really resolve that issue with Rengin, Red arrives and there is a confrontation between the two men. Herman outwits Red, sending him packing into the night. Rengin and Herman will probably live happily ever after.

ANALYSIS: Actors love to do this one-act comedy because they get to “chew the scenery.” The given circumstances are outrageously funny, and it is always fun to portray a comic character that is drunk. Also, Rengin has all of this sexual hanky-panky going on. In short, this is a wonderful workout.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (1), Male/Male Scenes (1)

BLUE WINDOW

by Craig Lucas (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Libby was seriously injured and her husband killed in a freak fall from their New York apartment building balcony. The action of Blue Window revolves around a dinner party—her first attempt to socialize since the accident. It follows the goings-on in three different apartments as the party guests prepare for and then attend Libby’s party. The blue window of the title refers to a wished-for window into people’s emotions.

ANALYSIS: It can be a little difficult to read this play because of the unusual way it is laid out on the printed page. It works wonderfully on stage, however. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (1), Female Monologues (1)

BORN YESTERDAY

by Garson Kanin (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Harry Brock, a self-made millionaire and brash con man, is worried that his beautiful but dumb girlfriend, Billie Dawn, is going to be an embarrassment to him as he wines and dines the movers and shakers in Washington, DC. He is intent on “purchasing” self-serving legislation. So, as he continues along his path of corruption, he arranges for a serious-minded journalist to tutor Billie Dawn, to “show her the ropes” in Washington. Naturally, the tutor and his charge fall in love and, as she becomes better educated, Billie develops a social conscience. In the end, the new lovers exit together, managing to thwart Harry’s dastardly scheme.

ANALYSIS: A delightful 1946 Broadway comedy that ran for 1,642 performances. Judy Holliday became a star playing the ex-chorine, Billie Dawn. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (3)

BOSOMS AND NEGLECT

by John Guare (revised edition, Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Deirdre and Scooper have sat across from one another in their psychiatrist’s New York waiting room for years but have never spoken until today. The event that motivates them to talk is their shrink’s imminent, always-anxiety-provoking yearly August vacation. For serious and committed psychotherapy patients, this means they will be on their own for a few weeks. And so Deirdre and Scooper meet and wind up at her apartment telling one another about their respective lives. Scooper’s blind octogenarian mother, Henny, is suffering from advanced cancer, and he has been having a long-term affair with his best friend’s wife. Deirdre exposes her violent side when she describes the time she hit a lover in the head with a glass ashtray. It was that confrontation, in fact, that brought her into psychotherapy. Clearly Deirdre and Scooper both have troubled and questing souls, and their unresolved issues and tensions are what comprise the bulk of Bosoms and Neglect. Often clever, always literary, and at times surprisingly violent and erotic, their relationship is fascinating and complex.

ANALYSIS: John Guare (House of Blue Leaves, Marco Polo Sings a Solo) can be an intellectual playwright when he wants to be, and here he is truly strutting his stuff. Page after page of Bosoms and Neglect contains literary references and, speaking just for myself, I felt sort of stupid from time to time because I was unfamiliar with some of the books. But I stuck with it. In the end, you don’t really need to be an avid reader to grasp the dynamic and mutually needy relationship that develops between Deirdre and Scooper.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female Monologues (2), Male/Female Scenes (1)

BOYS’ LIFE

by Howard Korder (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Jack, Don, and Phil navigate the dating/marriage scene during the disjointed, upwardly mobile, spiritually empty, sexually threatening 1980s.

ANALYSIS: This one-act play, which was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize in 1988, captures the undercurrent of anxiety in respect to dating and hints at a major confusion about male/female relationships. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (1), Male Monologues (2), Three-Person Scenes (1)

BREAKING THE CODE

by Hugh Whitemore (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Based on the true story of Alan Turing, a gay British mathematician who broke an important secret German code during World War II. Homosexuality was a crime in England during the 1940s, and Turing’s government trial caused him acute public embarrassment and humiliation. Ultimately, Turing committed suicide.

ANALYSIS: Derek Jacobi and Michael Gough received Tony nominations in 1988 for their work in this play. Written in the British vernacular. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (2), Male/Female Scenes (2), Male Monologues (1)

BROOKLYN BOY

by Donald Margulies (Theatre Communications Group)

SYNOPSIS: Eric Weiss, now in his mid-forties and stumbling into a divorce, has achieved overnight success as a novelist. His book, Brooklyn Boy, is number eleven on the NY Times best seller list, and he’s making money at last. Theoretically, Eric has moved up a notch in social status, but it’s not enough to overcome his Brooklynite middle-class background: Can you ever actually escape your roots?

ANALYSIS: Donald Margulies won a Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 2000 for Dinner with Friends. He is an immensely talented writer with a knack for creating characters that are instantly recognizable. Brooklyn Boy is maybe a bit more personal for him because, as he explains in an introduction, it was inspired by his personal relationship with the late playwright Herb Gardner (A Thousand Clowns). Gardner suggested to Margulies that he write something about his Brooklyn roots.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (2)

BURN THIS

by Lanford Wilson (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: This play deals with the people who come together after a freak boating accident during which Robbie, Anna’s gay roommate, is killed. Pale, Robbie’s erratic and volatile brother, comes to collect Robbie’s belongings and immediately begins a tempestuous romance with Anna, who has become bored by the sterile relationship she has with Burton, a Hollywood screenwriter. Anna, however, is frightened by Pale’s powerful personality, his unpredictability, and her own needs. When Larry, Anna’s other gay roommate, realizes that she should be with Pale and not Burton, he choreographs a situation that brings them together by the final curtain.

ANALYSIS: Hip and well written. The character of Pale, played first by John Malkovich, is particularly colorful and challenging. Appropriate for mature actors of all levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (1), Male Monologues (1), Female Monologues (1)

BUTLEY

by Simon Gray (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Ben Butley is a bisexual English professor at the College of London University, a man burnt out on teaching and love. The play follows him through a single day during which he learns that his estranged wife plans to remarry, and that his male lover—and former student—is going to move in with another man. All the action takes place in Butley’s cluttered office.

ANALYSIS: Alan Bates successfully nailed the title role in the London production, which was directed by Harold Pinter, and again on Broadway in 1972. Written in the British vernacular.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (3)

CANDIDA

by George Bernard Shaw (Signet)

SYNOPSIS: In 1894, Candida Morell and her minister husband, James, befriend a sensitive and rather helpless young poet, Eugene Marchbanks. Subsequently, she has to choose between the men, who have radically different notions about love and marriage. In the surprising final moments of the play, she chooses “the weaker of the two,” namely, her strong, manly, vigorous husband. By doing this, she benevolently rejects the romantic premises of each man, establishing her own turf as an independent woman.

ANALYSIS: George Bernard Shaw’s fifth play, frequently revived. Actors who appreciate the lush use of language will enjoy working on this most. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (1), Female Monologues (1)

CAT ON A HOT TIN ROOF

by Tennessee Williams (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Big Daddy, a millionaire southern landowner with an estate that includes some 28,000 acres, is dying and doesn’t have a will. The central event of this play revolves around a family celebration for Big Daddy’s sixty-fifth birthday. While he does not yet realize that his illness is terminal, everybody else does, so that there is a great deal of jostling for favor in the will they all hope he’ll write.

Big Daddy’s greedy older son, Gooper, is in a nasty contest of one-upmanship with Maggie, his brother Brick’s wife. If anyone is a sentimental favorite to be named prominently in the will, however, it is Brick, the alcoholic son who is indifferent to the prospect of great wealth. He is also bored by the spectacle of everybody kissing up to Big Daddy. Brick is depressed by the death of his longtime friend, Skipper. A constant background question in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof is whether or not Brick and Skipper were lovers. What is certain is that Brick no longer is intimate with Margaret, and everybody knows it.

ANALYSIS: This great American classic won the 1955 Pulitzer Prize. Tennessee Williams was criticized in some quarters for not resolving the question of Brick’s sexuality. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (1)

CHAPTER TWO

by Neil Simon (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Novelist George Schneider is recovering from the death of his wife. Actress Jennie Malone is rebounding from a divorce. So George’s brother arranges a blind-date introduction. After an ecstatic two-week courtship, George and Jennie marry and leave on their honeymoon. But memories of George’s deceased wife haunt him, and he is unable to commit to this new union. When Jennie realizes that she can’t successfully compete with a memory, the newlyweds split up. Within weeks, however, George undergoes a catharsis and reunites with Jennie, presumably to live happily ever after.

ANALYSIS: This semiautobiographical 1977 play is dedicated to actress Marsha Mason, whom Neil Simon married shortly after the death of his first wife. Witty and moving. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (3), Female Monologues (1)

CHASE, THE

by Horton Foote (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Law-abiding citizens in the tranquil Texas town of Richmond are terrorized by “Bubber” Reeves, a homegrown escaped murderer who is bent on revenge against the local sheriff. One by one, frightened business leaders turn against Sheriff Hawes when he is frustrated in his search for the killer and won’t provide each of them with individual guard service. They remind him who pays his salary, threaten to see him defeated in the next election, and promise to deny him the farm loan he wants badly. By the time Hawes finally shoots down Bubber in a shack outside of town, the citizens have shown their true colors. They have proven themselves to be the moral and ethical equals of the man they’ve been hunting.

ANALYSIS: Shades of High Noon. This 1952 play was the basis for the 1966 movie of the same name, starring Marlon Brando and Robert Redford. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (2), Male/Female Scenes (1)

CHEATERS

by Michael Jacobs (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Michelle walks out on Allen because he won’t seriously commit to their relationship. She thinks that eighteen months is long enough to have been living together, and she wants to get married. The breakup leads to the involvement of their respective parents who, it turns out, are having affairs with one another. In the end, Michelle and Allen set a wedding date.

ANALYSIS: This 1972 comedy has a thoroughly convoluted plot, but the opening scene between Michelle and Allen is hysterically funny and very well written. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (1), Female Monologues (1)

CHERRY ORCHARD, THE

by Anton Chekhov (Chekhov, The Major Plays; translated by Ann Dunnigan, Signet Books)

SYNOPSIS: Unable to pay taxes on the family estate, Lyuboff Ranevskaya and her brother wind up losing the property in a public auction, rather than allowing their beloved cherry orchard to be sold to a developer.

ANALYSIS: Anton Chekhov’s last play, arguably his best. It doesn’t provide many opportunities for workshop scenework, however, because the stage is almost always full of characters. The few possibilities that exist are, in my opinion, too short. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (1)

CHILDREN OF A LESSER GOD

by Mark Medoff (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: James Leeds is a teacher at a state school for the deaf, and his new student, Sarah Norman, is a deaf woman who adamantly refuses to speak; she prefers to sign. The teacher/student relationship evolves into a love affair that by Act II results in their marriage. Their union isn’t a perfect one, however, because Sarah suffers on account of her deep shame. Before long, her attempts to turn away from her deaf friends and to merge completely with the hearing world force Sarah and James to reassess the basis of their relationship and, indeed, the basis of all communication.

ANALYSIS: Written in 1980 as a vehicle for deaf actress Phyllis Frelich, Children of a Lesser God won a Tony for Best Play. Frelich won for Best Actress, and John Rubinstein won for Best Actor. The role of Sarah requires expert use of signed English.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (5), Male Monologues (1)

CHILDREN’S HOUR, THE

by Lillian Hellman (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Karen and Martha saved their money for eight long years to purchase a farm and start a girls’ school, and the place is just starting to pay for itself when their world falls apart. A fourteen-year-old student accuses the women of being lesbians, and the resulting public furor destroys their reputation and business. When Dr. Joseph Cardin, their only ally and Karen’s fiancé, admits that he, too, suspects that the allegations are true, the women are thrown into utter desperation. Martha, in a moment of deep introspection, wonders aloud if perhaps she does love Karen in an “unnatural” way. When Karen responds to this insight with hostility, Martha walks into the next room and kills herself. Then, in an anticlimax, it comes to light that the charges were false, the construction of a maladjusted child.

ANALYSIS: On one level, The Children’s Hour is the story of a devilish child running amok; on a more serious level, it is an examination of the relationship between two women. Ultimately, playwright Lillian Hellman doesn’t resolve this bigger issue about their sexuality, and the ending is therefore something of a letdown. Still, this was Hellman’s first produced play and her biggest hit, running 691 performances on Broadway. In 1934, lesbianism was a controversial subject, and the play was widely banned, most notably in London and Boston.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (2), Male/Female Scenes (1)

CLOSER

by Patrick Marber (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: The action of the play takes place in London over a four-and-a-half-year period, during which two contemporary couples repeatedly arrange themselves into varying romantic configurations. The situations they encounter are frankly sexual and totally adult in nature. The words they speak are alternately biting, caressing, and stinging. Given all of that, Closer is still not a vulgar or cheap play. The playwright was striving to see how much anger and fury could be shoved into a formal, even classic framework. (It is fascinating how much the form resembles that of Noel Coward’s Private Lives.)

ANALYSIS: Mike Nichols adapted Closer for the big screen in 2004, and the movie was rated R for strong language and sexual situations. Many actors in professional-level workshop will love to work on this material precisely because it cuts so deeply and requires mutual trust. There is no physical nudity involved, but there is plenty of “emotional nudity.” I recommend this play for experienced adult actors only.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (6), Female/Female Scenes (1), Male/Male Scenes (1)

COASTAL DISTURBANCES

by Tina Howe (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: The play is set in an upscale beach community on Massachusetts’s North Shore during the last two weeks of August. Leo and Holly are both rebounding from troubled relationships when they encounter one another.

ANALYSIS: A light treatment of contemporary relationships. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (2), Male Monologues (1), Female Monologues (1)

COLORED MUSEUM, THE

by George C. Wolfe (Grove Press)

SYNOPSIS: The play’s theatrical device is a museum tour of eleven exhibits that come to life, forcing black stereotypes into the light.

ANALYSIS: The play’s inventive milieu presents an excellent opportunity for flashy monologues. The entire cast is African-American. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (1), Female Monologues (2)

COMANCHE CAFÉ

by William Hauptman (revised edition, Comanche Café and Domino Courts; Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Set in a café in southern Oklahoma during the late 1930s, where Mattie has been a waitress for fourteen years and Ronnie is a newcomer. They sit and peel potatoes, talking about life, love, and leaving Oklahoma.

ANALYSIS: This short play captures the rural southwestern flavor; the language is poetic. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (1), Female Monologues (2)

COME BACK, LITTLE SHEBA

by William Inge (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Lola and Doc have endured a marriage of convenience for twenty years, and both are fixated on their lost youth. Doc’s alcoholism has nearly ruined the union and has brought them close to poverty. Sober now and attending Alcoholics Anonymous meetings for almost a year, Doc thinks that things are looking up until he discovers that the couple’s boarder, a seemingly innocent young woman, is sleeping with her casual boyfriend. This kind of promiscuity throws Doc into a philosophical tailspin, and he goes on a bender. Lola, for reasons of her own, is also disillusioned to learn that the woman is sleeping around. When Doc dries out, both he and Lola move toward the future with diminished expectations about the prospects for goodness and purity in the world. Little Sheba, by the way, is a puppy Lola used to own that disappeared one day, never to grow old. She wishes it could come back, just as she longs for her youth to be restored.

ANALYSIS: William Inge’s first play, Come Back, Little Sheba was stylistically influenced by his mentor, Tennessee Williams, and is full of symbols. First performed in 1950, the drama feels dated now but still packs a punch for workshop scenework. Shirley Booth won a Tony for her stage performance as Lola and an Oscar in 1952 for the same film role. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (3), Female Monologues (1)

COME BACK TO THE FIVE AND DIME, JIMMY DEAN, JIMMY DEAN

by Ed Graczyk (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: The “Disciples of James Dean” reunite in a tiny, drought-afflicted west Texas town on the twentieth anniversary of the actor’s death. They drink, party, and reminisce about how it was to be teenagers in 1955 when Giant was filming in nearby Marfa, and many of the locals were extras. Then Joanne arrives, a mysterious woman whom the other women soon discover is former Disciples-member Joe; she underwent a sex-change operation. Joe/Joanne’s brutally honest perspective leads to some serious truth-telling among the old gang members. Sissy discloses that she lost her man after she had a mastectomy. Mona admits that James Dean did not father her son after all, and Juanita faces the probability that her late husband was a lecherous alcoholic.

ANALYSIS: A wonderfully theatrical play, jumping back and forth in time between 1955 and 1975 as well as in and out of reality. The work is full of poetry, humor, and magic. For sophisticated actors of all levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (1), Female Monologues (2)

COUPLA WHITE CHICKS SITTING AROUND TALKING, A

by John Ford Noonan (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: The women are unlikely friends: Maude is a reserved lady from Westchester County, New York, and Hannah Mae is a newly arrived, gregarious Texan. Their relationship is oddly strengthened when Maude impulsively makes love with Hanna Mae’s husband, Carl Joe. Overcome with guilt, Maude confesses the act to Hannah Mae, who, instead of reacting with anger, contends that they are closer now—and anyway, who could resist a hunk like Carl Joe? Subsequently, Maude confides in her new friend, telling about her troubled marriage to Tyler, who is at that very moment out of town on a romantic fling with his secretary. The women unite to set their respective husbands straight.

ANALYSIS: Very funny two-character comedy, even if a truck could fit through the holes in the plot. Wonderful comedy material. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (1)

COVER

by Jeffrey Sweet with Stephen Johnson and Sandra Hastie (25 Ten-Minute Plays from the Actors Theatre of Louisville, Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Here’s a three-person scene for you. Marty wants Frank to lie and tell his lady friend, Diane, that the two of them were together last night, but the truth is that Marty had a date. Frank doesn’t want to lie, but when Diane enters and brings up the issue, he finds the false words coming out of his mouth. Diane sees right through the lie but doesn’t challenge the men’s story.

ANALYSIS: This entire play is only ten minutes long, but the variety of exchanges to be found within it make it interesting for scenework.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Three-Person Scenes (1)

CRIMES OF THE HEART

by Beth Henley (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: A glimpse into the lives of the very eccentric Magrath sisters, Babe, Meg, and Lenny, of Hazlehurst, Mississippi. They rediscover the value of family ties when Babe, the youngest, shoots Zachary, her abusive husband and a prominent local attorney, and faces the prospect of a jail sentence.

ANALYSIS: This pitch-black Southern-Gothic comedy, a 1979 Pulitzer Prize winner, was first produced at the Actors Theatre of Louisville and later on Broadway. It was made into a successful 1986 movie starring Tess Harper, Diane Keaton, Jessica Lange, and Sissy Spacek. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (3)

CROSSING DELANCEY

by Susan Sandler (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Isabelle is an independent, young Jewish woman who, when she isn’t working in a bookstore, spends time with her elderly, spunky grandmother on New York’s Lower East Side. Bubbie, as the grandmother is known, is a lady with one foot still in the old country. She is concerned about Isabelle still being single and arranges for a matchmaker to cook up a romance. The matchmaker then introduces Isabelle to Sam, a sensitive fellow who works as a pickle-maker. Isabelle, however, has her sights set on a romantic, handsome novelist who frequents the bookstore. As the plot unfolds, she discovers that the novelist is a shallow cad and that Sam has some wonderful virtues, so their match turns out to be a good one after all.

ANALYSIS: Delightful comedy that capitalizes on generational and cultural differences. The play was successfully adapted for the screen in 1988, starring Amy Irving. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (3), Male Monologues (1), Female Monologues (1)

CRUCIBLE, THE

by Arthur Miller (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Set amid the Salem witch trials in the late seventeenth century, the story involves John Proctor, a man suffering from guilt because he committed adultery with young Abigail Williams. When Abigail and a group of her friends claim to be affected by the devil and accuse various citizens of being witches, Proctor knows she is lying but is afraid to speak up for fear his sin will be disclosed. He tries to ignore the ongoing trials; however, this becomes impossible when his own wife, Elizabeth, is accused of being a witch. Finally, Proctor steps forward and, when he does, is himself accused of being a witch. To save his own life, he shamefully signs a false confession, but when pressed to reveal the names of others who might be witches, he refuses and is led to his death in the gallows.

ANALYSIS: This 1953 drama strongly parallels the struggles against McCarthyism in the United States. It ran for 197 performances on Broadway in 1953 and for more than 500 performances in a later off-Broadway revival. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (3)

DANCE AND THE RAILROAD, THE

by David Henry Hwang (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: In 1867, Chinese laborers working on the American transcontinental railroad launched an unsuccessful strike against their employers. During the strike, two of the men get to know each other in a nearby mountaintop clearing when Ma discovers Lone practicing his dance steps. It turns out that Lone is a trained opera dancer whose parents abruptly took him out of opera school two years ago, sending him to America to get rich. Ma asks to be trained, too, so that he can play the grand role of Gwan Gung, the god of Fighters and the god of Adventurers, in an opera. Lone tests Ma’s dedication, leaving him to crouch and imitate a locust overnight. When the strike ends the next morning, Ma has successfully proved that he has the fortitude to learn, but he no longer wants to dance. He wants to get rich in America.

ANALYSIS: David Henry Hwang (the author of M. Butterfly) tests elements of Chinese myth against American culture. In this 1981 one-act play, he attacks the image of the passive and subservient “coolie” laborer. All the characters are Asian-American. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (1), Male Monologues (1)

DANNY AND THE DEEP BLUE SEA

by John Patrick Shanley (Dramatists Play Service) (13 by Shanley, Applause Books)

SYNOPSIS: Danny and Roberta are violent, battered people. They meet in a Bronx bar and, despite their tough and defensive facades, are drawn to each other. They spend the night together and before dawn, Danny proposes marriage, an act of kindness and hope that neither seems able to accept or tolerate. Finally, their emotional barriers fall, and they face the future together.

ANALYSIS: John Patrick Shanley’s insightful, poetic, sensitive characterizations shine a bright light on the heavy toll that childhood abuse and neglect can take. Challenging material for actors of all levels, at times funny, ultimately very moving. Shanley is best known for writing the delightful 1987 film Moonstruck.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (3), Female Monologues (1)

DARK AT THE TOP OF THE STAIRS, THE

by William Inge (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: The year is 1920, and Cora’s friends are getting rich in this oil-soaked Oklahoma town. She longs to climb the social ladder with them, but her husband, Rubin, a simple man and harness salesman by trade, doesn’t share the gambling inclinations of the oil drillers. They continually fight about money, and everything comes to a head over the issue of a new party dress for their shy daughter, Reenie, who has been invited to a fancy country-club party. Rubin storms out of the house in frustration, perhaps never to return.

The party turns out to be a disaster, ending in the suicide of Reenie’s blind date, a Jewish boy from Hollywood. Cora then asks her sister, Lottie, if she and the children can come live with her and her husband in Oklahoma City. Lottie refuses, saying that her home isn’t a happy one either, so the arrangement won’t work out. Rubin returns, makes amends with the family and, in a touching speech, explains his frustrations as a man. The family moves forward with greater love and resolve, seemingly more in touch with the values that truly matter.

ANALYSIS: This 1957 drama is dedicated to Tennessee Williams, and his influence is evident throughout the play. Reenie, for example, is very reminiscent of Laura in The Glass Menagerie. Beautifully written, if perhaps a little too neat at the end. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Female/Female Scenes (1), Male/Female Scenes (1), Male Monologues (2)

DAY IN THE DEATH OF JOE EGG, A

by Peter Nichols (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Ten-year-old Josephine is spastic, given to frequent seizures, completely dependent on her parents for every imaginable human need, and unable to speak or walk. Her presence in the family has skewed Sheila and Bri’s marriage to the point of breaking. Sheila believes that hope springs eternal, and there is always a remote chance that Josephine will still develop normally. Bri, however, has no hope at all. He considers his daughter to be essentially without life and has resorted to black humor to deal with the situation. The playwright employs a theatrical device where Bri and Sheila relive the events of the child’s birth and early years, play-acting various characters in their lives, such as a doctor and priest.

ANALYSIS: A very disturbing, sometimes funny two-act drama. Albert Finney starred as Bri during its 1968 Broadway run. Scenework is possible but difficult because of the fast-moving, almost cabaret-style presentation. Written in the British vernacular. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male Monologues (1), Female Monologues (1)

DAYS OF WINE AND ROSES

by J. P. Miller (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Joe and Kristen are alcoholics in denial. They marry quickly, have a daughter, and then continue a slow and boozy decline into poverty. Finally, Joe admits his sickness and joins Alcoholics Anonymous. Kristen, however, stays in denial and at the final curtain, the audience realizes that she’ll be doomed unless she comes to terms with the truth.

ANALYSIS: Originally a 1958 Playhouse 90 television production, this drama went on to Broadway and ultimately to film, where Jack Lemmon stopped the clocks with his portrayal of Joe. The dialogue rings true. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (1)

DEATH AND THE MAIDEN

by Ariel Dorfman (Death and the Maiden; tie-in edition, Penguin)

SYNOPSIS: Paulina was held in captivity, blindfolded, and brutally tortured by a “doctor” during the reign of a now-collapsed South American military dictatorship. This horror is reborn when her husband, Gerardo, innocently brings home a man who gave him a lift on the road. Recognizing the man’s voice as that of her torturer, Paulina takes him prisoner, demanding his confession and repentance. Gerardo, convinced that she is serious about killing the man if he doesn’t confess, goes along with her. Although her prisoner passionately denies that he is the torturer, Paulina tricks him into disclosing the truth. The title, by the way, refers to a Schubert quartet that was played during the torture sessions.

ANALYSIS: Intelligent and topical. The Broadway cast included Glenn Close, Richard Dreyfus, and Gene Hackman. Even though the characters have Hispanic names, all roles can be played by non-Hispanics. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (2), Male/Male Scenes (1), Female Monologues (1)

DEATH OF A SALESMAN

by Arthur Miller (Dramatists Play Service)

SYNOPSIS: Willy Loman, an aging traveling salesman, realizes that he is getting too old to be on the road so much. He curtails an unfinished trip through New England and abruptly returns to his Brooklyn home. There he locks horns with his visiting eldest son, Biff, who disagrees with him about which life choices lead to “success.” Willy has bought heavily into the American dream, but Biff doesn’t believe that working your way up the financial ladder is particularly worthwhile. This conflict, which profoundly changes the relationship between them, is the central issue in the play. Willy is forced to take stock of himself and realizes that he has, indeed, lived his life on false premises. Depressed, he commits suicide in a car crash in order to collect insurance money for the final payment on his home, a home that is a necessary component of the American dream.

ANALYSIS: Arthur Miller’s great modern tragedy won the Pulitzer Prize in 1949. As he does in All My Sons, he explores a man’s basic values. Lee J. Cobb was only thirty-seven years old in 1949 when he created the role of Willy on Broadway, and Dustin Hoffman was in his forties when he later starred in a revival. All levels.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Male Scenes (1), Male Monologues (1), Female Monologues (1)

DEATH OF BESSIE SMITH, THE

by Edward Albee (The Sandbox and The Death of Bessie Smith, Plume Books)

SYNOPSIS: Two whites-only hospitals near Memphis refuse to treat Bessie Smith, the great blues singer, when she is brought in after a car wreck in 1937. In eight fast-moving scenes, Albee exposes the circumstances and underlying racism of the tragic event.

ANALYSIS: Albee based this 1959 drama on what he thought at the time was the actual story of Bessie Smith’s death. It turned out later that she was, in fact, not refused admission to the white hospital. After her car wreck, she was taken directly to a blacks-only hospital and died en route in the ambulance. For sophisticated actors.

SCENES/MONOLOGUES: Male/Female Scenes (3)

DELICATE BALANCE, A

by Edward Albee (Samuel French)

SYNOPSIS: Agnes and Tobias live a highly ordered existence in the spacious suburban home they share with Agnes’s sister, Claire. But this isn’t a happy domestic scene by any means, for this is a family in strong denial. These are the kind of people who have a civilized drink before breakfast and bury their true emotions in intellectual repartee. One night, longtime friends Harry
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