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Introduction
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Why should a book of monologues find its way into the hands of young actors? Isn’t acting something that requires more than one (“duo”)? What is the benefit of solo work in a collaborative art form? Shouldn’t actors really concern themselves with complete plays in study and in work? These are all good questions, questions that are frequently asked by actors and critics of acting. Since what is before you is not only a book of monologues, but a second volume designed for the young actor, let us look for some possible answers.

The “monologue” has undergone many different uses over many years. Simply defined, a monologue is a speech from a play. The monologue is frequently seen as a solo or private scene. For the most part this isn’t the case at all. Monologues are usually speeches from a larger scene, given by one character to another character(s) on stage at the time, and meant to further the forward action of the play and the objectives of the character speaking. In some cases the other character(s) is the audience—the character making a direct address to the theater audience, offering insight, clarification, narrative bridge, or in the case of some one-character plays, the communication of the life story of the character (i.e., The Belle of Amherst, Mambo Mouth, Full Gallop). In Shakespeare’s plays, frequently the solo moment—or soliloquy—is a speech to oneself, the internal grappling of character obstacles in an external form (i.e., Hamlet’s “To be, or not to be…”). In all cases, however, there is someone else present, even when that someone else is in fact the character’s own conscience.

When the speech is isolated, particularly in an audition setting, we see and hear only one (mono) actor, but we are still having a duo experience in the character’s life and within the context of a complete play. Without argument, the word monologue has become such a standard word in our theater vocabulary that when we use the word in the most basic theater setting we understand that it is a speech from a play, given by one actor.

In years now gone by, actors would be asked to audition for parts in plays by actually doing a scene from the play. Frequently the stage manager served as the “other” actor (even when the suitability of the stage manager to the role being read was anything but perfect). Although the producer or director focused their attentions on the actor vying for the role, what was seen was in fact a dialogue—sometimes containing a long speech. In today’s theater world (even in the television and film industry) such “readings” are still preferred, but something has been added before the actor actually gets the opportunity of a scene reading. With the overwhelming army of actors vying for parts, an intricate audition structure has been erected. This process is the weeding out and the narrowing down of the clamoring throngs, to the final few that are the most potentially castable. During the important weeding out period, the required audition almost always involves the request for a “monologue.” Countless solo auditions are conducted in this country every day, and it isn’t just the professional world that holds such solo auditions. At this point in time the monologue is used as a judging measure for schools, colleges, universities, conservatories, youth theaters, community theaters, and the dreaded “contest.” In fact, some groups are resorting to having the actor “put the monologue on videotape and mail it in” to constitute the audition, taking the process one step further away from human interaction. We could write pages here about the advantages of NOT using such an instrument to measure something as essential as the actor’s ability. The two-minutes-or-bust mentality is certainly a less-than-perfect evaluation of the talents of an actor. As individual directors and teachers, we can choose not to use the solo audition in our process. However, with the many actors seeking the acting “experience” (be it amateur, school, or professional) and the ability to accommodate fewer than many, we see little change in the immediate future.

Here we offer monologues that might be suitable for a given audition. You will find a variety of characters, situations, and writing styles within this volume. But there is another place in your actor life where this monologue work can be incorporated: your training. If you only worked on monologues—without the other character present—you would have a totally inadequate preparation as an actor. Acting always involves someone else, even if that someone else is your alter ego, as in the soliloquy. Working only on isolated speeches from plays will be limiting and finally not fulfilling. We need to work with others to explore and grow. However, just as the musician works on solo pieces of music to stretch and sharpen techniques that serve their craft—and ultimately makes them stronger when playing with the orchestra—the actor most certainly can gain from exploring a character in smaller solo moments. Done exclusively, or in isolation from the context of the entire play, monologue work can be indulgent, self-serving, and damaging. However, by exploring the entire character, the world of the play, the immediacy of the given circumstances, one can isolate a moment and genuinely gain from truthfully presenting such a moment (to a class, to a director, to a producer). The important element to this sort of exercise is the depth and fullness in which the actor works.

This volume of monologues offers cuttings of speeches from plays along with brief introductions that put the speeches in context. The brief introduction will help you select and focus your interest, but only in as much as it leads you to the full play and the rigors of creating a character in the same way you would work to play the entire role. It takes just as much to create a truthful moment as it does to create several truthful moments. Such work cannot be abridged and it would be wrong to interpret the intentions of this book to be a shortcut to quick-fix character creation. As teachers and directors we can always tell when an actor’s character work has begun and ended with the printed text of the speech chosen for the solo presentation. In such situations, the work frequently appears flashy yet shallow, whereas the monologue that has been informed by the whole life of the character within the context of the entire play is vibrant and compelling.

As actors, we never stop studying. We urge you to explore this volume by finding speeches most suited to your interest and ability when presenting yourself in an audition situation, but, conversely, exploring bold and unusual speeches to work on when you are in class or working on your own to stretch your scope and technique. Like the musician, the actor needs constant attention to techniques. When the orchestra isn’t in session, the musician spends hours alone tirelessly practicing solo pieces of music. So, too, when not in a play, the actor must keep tuning up the techniques of character. The monologue is one of the exercises that fits the actor tool kit and can yield much when approached with vigor and with truth. We hope that the monologues herein contribute to your depth of character work and serve you in your quest for excellence.

Craig Slaight and Jack Sharrar
San Francisco, 1998


Monologues for Young Women
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Angels in America

by Tony Kushner

The Play: Subtitled a “Gay Fantasia on National Themes” and divided in two parts, “Millennium Approaches” and “Perostroika”, Kushner’s epic work probes politics, religion, sex, and human relationships in a manner that resonates throughout the universe.

Time and Place: From Washington, D.C., the South Bronx, Salt Lake City, Antarctica, and the Kremlin, to Hell, Heaven, Purgatory, and beyond. 1985–1990.

The Scene: Harper Pitt, an agoraphobic young Mormon woman with a Valium addiction, sits alone talking to herself. She is the wife of Joe Pitt, a young chief clerk for the Justice Department, who is struggling with his sexual identity.

• • •

(Harper at home, alone. She is listening to the radio and talking to herself as she often does. She speaks to the audience.)

HARPER: People who are lonely, people left alone, sit talking nonsense to the air, imagining…beautiful systems dying, old fixed orders spiraling apart… When you look at the ozone layer, from outside, from a spaceship, it looks like a pale blue halo, a gentle, shimmering aureole encircling the atmosphere encircling the earth. Thirty miles above our heads, a thin layer of three-atom oxygen molecules, product of photosynthesis, which explains the fussy vegetable preference for visible light, its rejection of darker rays and emanations. Danger from without. It’s a kind of gift, from God, the crowning touch to the creation of the world: Guardian angels, hands linked, make a spherical net, a blue-green nesting orb, a shell of safety for life itself. But everywhere, things are collapsing, lies surfacing, systems of defense giving way… This is why, Joe, this is why I shouldn’t be left alone. (Little pause.) I’d like to go traveling. Leave you behind to worry. I’ll send postcards with strange stamps and tantalizing messages on the back. “Later maybe.” “Nevermore…”

The Scene: In the second speech from part two of the play, Harper is on a plane headed for San Francisco.

• • •

(Night. Harper appears. She is in a window seat on board a jumbo jet, airborne.)

HARPER: Night flight to San Francisco. Chase the moon across America. God! It’s been years since I was on a plane! When we hit thirty-five thousand feet, we’ll have reached the tropopause. The great belt of calm air. As close as I’ll ever get to the ozone. I dreamed we were there. The plane leapt the tropopause, the safe air, and attained the outer rim, the ozone, which was ragged and torn, patches of it threadbare as old cheesecloth, and that was frightening… But I saw something only I could see, because of my astonishing ability to see such things: Souls were rising, from the earth far below, souls of the dead, of people who had perished, from famine, from war, from the plague, and they floated up, like skydivers in reverse, limbs all akimbo, wheeling and spinning. And the souls of these departed joined hands, clasped ankles, and formed a web, a great net of souls, and the souls were three-atom oxygen molecules, of the stuff of ozone, and the outer rim absorbed them, and was repaired. Nothing’s lost forever. In this world, there is a kind of painful progress. Longing for what we’ve left behind, and dreaming ahead. At least I think that’s so.


Arcadia

by Tom Stoppard

The Play: Moving back and forth between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Arcadia examines the nature of truth and time and the contrast between Classical and Romantic sensibilities, among other issues.

Time and Place: A room on the garden front of a large country estate in Derbyshire, England. April, 1809.

The Scene: In the speech below, the young Thomasina is taking a lesson on Cleopatra and the classics from her handsome tutor, Septimus. See Septimus’ speech in the section for men.

• • •

THOMASINA: Everything is turned to love with her. New love, absent love, lost love—I never knew a heroine that makes such noodles of our sex. It only needs a Roman general to drop anchor outside the window and away goes the empire like a christening mug into a pawn shop. If Queen Elizabeth had been a Ptolemy, history would have been quite different—we would be admiring the pyramids of Rome and the great Sphinx of Verona.

[SEPTIMUS: God save us.]

THOMASINA: But instead, the Egyptian noodle made carnal embrace with the enemy who burned the great library of Alexandria without so much as a fine for all that is overdue. Oh, Septimus!—can you bear it? All the lost plays of the Athenians! Two hundred at least by Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides—thousands of poems—Aristotle’s own library brought to Egypt by the noodle’s ancestors! How can we sleep for grief?


Aunt Dan and Lemon

by Wallace Shawn

The Play: Through a series of flashbacks, Aunt Dan and Lemon tells the chilling story of Lenora (Lemon), an intelligent somewhat fragile young English woman who falls under the spell of an older family friend, Danielle (Aunt Dan). Gradually Aunt Dan becomes the central force in Lemon’s life, shaping and corrupting her moral view of what it means to be a human being. In the end, which is where the play begins, Lemon has come to believe that only brute force, such as the Nazis exhibited, is the true order for mankind.

Time and Place: The present in the London flat of Lenora.

The Scene: Lenora (Lemon) speaks of her philosophy of life and how she acquired it.

• • •

(The dark room, as at the beginning of the play.)

LEMON: (To the audience.) There’s something that people never say about the Nazis now. (She drinks.) By the way, how can anybody like anything better than lime and celery juice? It is the best! The thing is that the Nazis were trying to create a certain way of life for themselves. That’s obvious if you read these books I’m reading. They believed that the primitive society of the Germanic tribes had created a life of wholeness and meaning for each person. They blamed the sickness and degeneracy of society as they knew it—before they came to power, of course—on the mixture of races that had taken place since that tribal period. In their opinion, all the destructive values of greed, materialism, competitiveness, dishonesty, and so on, had been brought into their society by non-Germanic races. They may have been wrong about it, but that was their belief. So they were trying to create a certain way of life. They were trying to create, or re-create, some sort of society of brothers, bound together by a certain code of loyalty and honor. So to make that attempt, they had to remove the non-Germans, they had to eliminate inter-breeding. They were trying to create a certain way of life. Now today, of course, everybody says, “How awful! How awful!” And they were certainly ruthless and thorough in what they did. But the mere fact of killing human beings in order to create a certain way of life is not something that exactly distinguishes the Nazis from everybody else. That’s just absurd. When any people feels that its hopes for a desirable future are threatened by some other group, they always do the very same thing. The only question is the degree of the threat. Now for us, for example, criminals are a threat, but they’re only a small threat. Right now, we would say about criminals that they’re a serious annoyance. We would call them a problem. And right now, the way we deal with that problem is that we take the criminals and we put them in jail. But if these criminals became so vicious, if there got to be so many of them, that our most basic hopes as a society were truly threatened by them—if our whole system of prisons and policemen had fallen so far behind the problem that the streets of our cities were controlled and dominated by violent criminals—then we would find ourselves forgetting the prisons and just killing the criminals instead. It’s just a fact. Or let’s take the Communists. There are Communists, now, who meet in little groups in America and England. They don’t disrupt our entire way of life. They just have their meetings. If they break a law, if they commit a crime, we punish them according to the penalty prescribed. But in some countries, they threaten to destroy their whole way of life. In those countries the Communists are strong, they’re violent, they’re actually fanatics. And usually it turns out that people decide that they have to be killed. Or when the Europeans first came to America, well, the Indians were there. The Indians fought them for every scrap of land. There was no chance to build the kind of society the Europeans wanted with the Indians there. If they’d tried to put all the Indians in jail, they would have had to put all their effort into building jails, and then, when the Indians came out, they would undoubtedly have started fighting all over again as hard as before. And so they decided to kill the Indians. So it becomes absurd to talk about the Nazis as if the Nazis were unique. That’s a kind of hypocrisy. Because the fact is, no society has ever considered the taking of life an unpardonable crime or even, really, a major tragedy. It’s something that’s done when it has to be done, and it’s as simple as that. It’s no different from the fact that if I have harmful or obnoxious insects—let’s say, cockroaches—living in my house, I probably have to do something about it. Or at least, the question I have to ask is: How many are there? If the cockroaches are small, and I see a few of them now and then, that may not be very disturbing to me. But if I see big ones, if I start to see them often, then I say to myself, they have to be killed. Now some people simply hate to kill cockroaches, so they’ll wait much longer. But if the time comes when there are hundreds of them, when they’re crawling out of every drawer, when they’re in the oven, when they’re in the refrigerator, when they’re in the toilet, when they’re in the bed, then even the person who hates to kill them will go to the shop and get some poison and start killing, because the way of life that that person had wanted to lead is now really being threatened. Yes, the fact is, it is very unpleasant to kill another creature—let’s admit it. Each one of us has his own fear of pain and his own fear of death. It’s true for people and for every type of creature that lives. I remember once squashing a huge brown roach—I slammed it with my shoe, but it wasn’t dead and I sat and watched it, and it’s an awful period just before any creature dies—any insect or animal—when you’re watching the stupid, ignorant things that that creature is trying to do to fight off its death—whether it’s moving its arms or its legs, or it’s kicking, or it’s trying to crawl to another part of the floor, or it’s trying to lift itself off the ground—those things can’t prevent death!—but the creature is trying out every gesture it’s capable of, hoping, hoping that something will help it. And I remember how I felt as I watched that big brown roach squirming and crawling, and yet it was totally squashed, and I could see its insides slowly come oozing out. And I’m sure that the bigger a thing is, the more you hate to see it. I remember when I was in school we did some experiments on these big rats, and we had to inject them with poison and watch them die—and, of course, no matter what humane method you use in any
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