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 Abstract

There are gaps; between prevalent teaching tools for playwriting (i.e. Aristotle) and 

current artistic trends (e.g. postmodernism); between intellectual property law as written 

(i.e. permission-oriented) and digital practice in reality (i.e. remix-heavy); between pre-

web professors and their post-web students. This dissertation examines these gaps in or-

der to lay a new foundation for playwriting exercises. 

New playwriting tools are needed so that we can educate a new generation of play-

wrights. These new tools cannot be primarily based on Aristotle's two-thousand year old 

approach. Traditional storytelling tenets like causality and linearity have been inadequate 

at least since the emergence of postmodernism. Drawing on research into creativity, moti-

vation, and professional writing, this dissertation modifies tenets of other art forms as a 

starting point for contemporary playwriting exercises. 

The resulting document provides a comprehensive look at the inherent conflicts 

within these gaps and outlines a strategy to move forward: creating new exercises. Ratio-

nale and background is provided for the new exercises and they are tested in process by 

writers and in product by professional respondents. While the sample sizes were small, 

the new exercises do increase the presence and strength of contemporary tenets in a play-

wrights work. 
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The appendix includes all 20 new exercises and 25 ten-minute playscripts (20 of 

which are the result of one of the new exercises).
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CHAPTER 1

 The Gap(s)

This dissertation begins with the belief that new tools are needed to promote con-

temporary works and that these tools cannot be primarily based on Aristotle's two-thou-

sand year old approach. Causality, linearity, and other conventional tenets are no longer 

as prevalent as they were before the second World War. There are gaps: between preva-

lent teaching tools and current artistic trends, between intellectual property law as written

and digital practice in reality, between pre-web professors and their upcoming crop of 

post-web students. This dissertation examines those gaps  to lay a foundation for new 

playwriting exercises. 

The first gap is between copyright law and cultural norms. Every day normal citizens

violate copyright law, even if unintentionally. A recent paper in the Utah Law Review ex-

plored a day-in-the-life of a hypothetical law professor named John who in a single day 

had quite shockingly “committed at least eighty-three acts of [copyright] infringement 

and faces liability in the amount of $12.45 million (to say nothing of potential criminal 

charges)” (Tehranian 547), and if he was prosecuted to the full extent of the law, John 

“would be liable for a mind-boggling $4.544 billion in potential damages each year,” 

(548). John's “crimes” include reading and responding to e-mail, engaging his students 

with relevant, recently published internet articles, and doodling some swirling lines remi-

niscent of the Guggenheim building during a faculty meeting. There is an enormous gap 
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between the letter of copyright law and our cultural norms. The paper succinctly con-

cludes: “We are, technically speaking, a nation of constant infringers” (543).

The first gap—between copyright law and cultural norms—profoundly affects the 

second – the digital divide. A disgruntled generation of kids use recent technologies (e.g. 

computers and the internet) to create, steal, borrow, remix, and combine myriad found el-

ements into shared artifacts that create culture. These unwitting postmodernists and their 

art are being held back by a law which directly punishes the type of art they create in the 

name of protecting artists:

Copyright maximalists, such as the Motion Picture Association of America
(MPAA) and Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA), have 
bemoaned the Internet’s potential to transform any teenager with a 
computer into a grand larcenist. They argue that the ease of digital 
reproduction has enabled piracy on a scale never before witnessed in 
human history, and they have lobbied vigorously for statutory weapons 
with which to fight this scourge. (Tehranian 538)

The oldest “kids” of so-called Generation Y are now, like me, in their thirties, while 

the youngest are beginning their teenage years. One of the fundamental shifts delineating 

Generation Y from previous generations is their status as digital natives: digital technolo-

gies predate their existence: “Copyright law has a profound impact on two leading sectors

of our economy—technology and media/entertainment” (539). These two sectors blend 

seamlessly on the internet—where cultural consumers become producers—and that fact 

has created a situation where copyright law matters to normal individuals:

2
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Now, copyright law is of direct importance to the hundreds of millions of 
individuals who download music and movies for their iPods, engage in 
time- and place-shifting with their TiVos or Slingboxes, own CD or DVD 
burners, operate their own websites, write blogs, or have personal pages 
on MySpace, Facebook, or Friendster. (539)

Generation Y's methods of creation and much of their resulting cultural artifacts are 

unwittingly postmodern. New technologies enabled a certain form of content creation and

sharing which catapulted a particular artistic form into the hands of new content produc-

ers. We, the Web Kids is a recent manifesto arguably representing the generation of citi-

zens who have grown up with the technology lawmakers don't understand, but are willing

to over-regulate. The second gap—the digital divide—is summarized in the first sentence 

quoted below:

Brought up on the Web we think differently. The ability to find 
information is to us something as basic, as the ability to find a railway 
station or a post office in an unknown city is to you. When we want to 
know something - the first symptoms of chickenpox, the reasons behind 
the sinking of `Estonia', or whether the water bill is not suspiciously high -
we take measures with the certainty of a driver in a SatNav-equipped car. 
We know that we are going to find the information we need in a lot of 
places, we know how to get to those places, we know how to assess their 
credibility. We have learned to accept that instead of one answer we find 
many different ones, and out of these we can abstract the most likely 
version, disregarding the ones which do not seem credible. We select, we 
filter, we remember, and we are ready to swap the learned information for
a new, better one, when it comes along. (Czerski)

This different thinking depends on easy, consistent, and abundant access to informa-

tion, not just some information, but as much as possible. A 15-year-old girl challenged the

claim that youth are simply interested in obtaining things for free saying, “We don’t want 
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everything for free. We just want everything” (Paley Everything). Similarly, an intern at 

NPR explained her hope for consuming music in a recent article:

What I want is … convenient access to everything that has ever been 
recorded, and performance royalties would be distributed based on play 
counts (hopefully with more money going back to the artist than the 
present model). All I require is the ability to listen to what I want, when I 
want and how I want it. Is that too much to ask? (White)

Historically access to everything has been too much to ask. The recording industry's 

march into the 21st century has been a slow one troubled with anti-strategies (suing their 

own customers), lobbying disasters (SOPA/PIPA1), and market-ignorance (DRM-laden 

non-features).2 Their strategy has largely failed based on their inability to see their cus-

tomers as anything but cultural consumers. A predominant reason this generation wants 

“everything” is to create content from its own culture: 

On the Internet, Netizens abandon the 'Information Age'—in which 
consumers passively receive culture protected by intellectual property—to 
embrace the 'Participation Age' of remix culture, blogs, podcasts, wikis, 
and peer-to-peer filesharing. This new generation views intellectual 
properties as the raw materials for its own creative acts, blurring the lines 
that have long separated producers from consumers … ” (Sunder 263)

The combination of information and participation creates a unique opportunity for 

people to use anything and everything available to them as raw material for their own 

1 In an effort to protect their 20th century business model, the RIAA and the MPAA lobbied to create 
legislation that as written would have a damaging effect on free speech and the free internet. The NSA 
revelations the next year proved to confirm many of the fears concerning the legislation. Their action 
lead to the largest online protest in history, as well as the bills defeat. 

2 Digital Rights Management (i.e. Digital Restrictions Management) is an implementation which makes a 
consumers' device less featureful by preventing the owner/user of the device from performing certain 
actions (e.g. some websites prevent users from using the right click on their mouses and copy/pasting an 
image).

4
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creations. Technology facilitates both of these unprecedented and important processes, 

yet we work to prevent the digitization and dissemination of knowledge in the name of 

copyright, holding back Generation Y, postmodernism, and culture itself. Columbia legal 

history professor Eben Moglen notes what we’ve already lost in the name of copyright: 

So here we are, asking ourselves what the educational systems of the 21st 
century will be like, and how they will socially distribute knowledge across
the human race... The universalization of access to education, to 
knowledge, is the single-most important force available for increasing 
innovation and human welfare on the planet. Nobody should be afraid to 
advocate for it because somebody might shout "copyright". (Moglen)

Beyond innovation and human welfare, wide distribution of cultural artifacts allows 

for more Einsteins, Shakespeares, and postmodernsts. The “Participation Age” is ushered 

in by connections fundamentally different than those in the “Information Age.” Mind the 

gap, but please do board the train.

 The Proposal

If educators are going to impact the art their “Participation Age” students create, 

they must employ techniques, exercises, and approaches that are contemporary. Playwrit-

ing texts used in the classroom overwhelmingly support an anachronistic approach to 

crafting plays. It is not that these methods don't work (they do), or that they are somehow 

bad (they are not); they largely ignore the present cultural reality. I have created contem-

porary exercises for playwrights using the tenets of postmodernism. I specifically focus 
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on the tendency for contemporary works to coalesce disparate art forms and appropriated 

sources into singular works. 

I have sought and received feedback on the efficacy of the exercises from a variety 

of sources. These twenty new exercises were used to produce 25 ten-minute plays in the 

course of one month as part of my #2510's project. Much of the resulting work was eval-

uated by a number of playwright-educators—Gary Garrison, Michael Wright, and Gor-

don Pengilly—on a Likert scale of primarily postmodern tenets in opposition to common 

elements of more traditional tenets. The exercises were also given a field test in graduate 

and undergraduate playwriting courses at Texas Tech University.

I believe that these exercises will produce more contemporary works. I also believe 

that students using these exercises will experience fewer writing blocks than with those 

who use more traditional playwriting exercises. Finally, I hope that this dissertation will 

spur a continued discussion on the importance of creating and utilizing new methods that 

coincide more clearly with the dominant trends of the present to teach playwriting.

 Dousing Sparks

The recent Playwrights Teach Playwriting book notes that living American play-

wright Paula Vogel “publicly bemoan[s] the fact that the majority of playwriting books on

the market [are] unlikely to result in a new generation of playwrights whose work [will] 

reinvigorate the American stage… the literature and the accompanying dominant peda-
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gogy… [breeds] formulaic work, dowsing original voices before the sparks even [fly]” 

(Herrington and Brian vii). I have witnessed the potential dowsing of original voices in 

classrooms. When Aristotelian tenets are coupled with unsatisfying and extremely brief 

analysis and explanation of more recent developments in playwriting, students who want 

to write for the future (or at very least the present) feel that they are being trained by and 

for the past. This situation can sap a student's initial motivation and create blocks and 

other conflicts. The situation is dire: we are left with a generation of internet-raised post-

modernists being forced into the formulaic box of traditional playwriting education.

This dissertation will explore several possible root causes of the spark-dowsing Vo-

gel describes. These explorations precede the outward causes she identified in playwrit-

ing literature and its accompanying pedagogy. After situating each of these root causes in 

the context of the contemporary student, I explore some of the fundamental concepts be-

hind the approach I employed to devise contemporary exercises.

Writer's Block

Chapter twenty-two of The Cambridge Handbook of Expertise and Expert Perfor-

mance examines and analyzes experts in the craft of writing. The author of chapter 

twenty-two, Ronald T. Kellogg, looks at some of the difficulties writers face, the com-

monalities successful professional writers—across the spectrum—often share, and also 

the way those writers gained and maintained that expertise in the first place. One of the 

issues that Kellogg explores is writer's block. Some writers insist that it is a myth while 
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others describe it as a constant enemy. Kellogg identifies and defines writer's block as 

follows:

Writer’s block, defined as a persistent inability to put thoughts on paper, 
can impede, if not end, the career of a professional writer… characterized 
by procrastination, dysphoria (e.g., burnout, panic, obsessive worries), 
impatience (e.g., thoughts of achieving more in less time or imposing 
unrealistic deadlines), perfectionism (e.g., thoughts reflecting an internal 
critic who allows no errors), and evaluation anxiety (e.g., fears of being 
rejected). (Kellogg 396)

The Cambridge Handbook provides a succinct picture of writer’s block thanks to 

their in-depth analysis of professional writers. Writing is extremely difficult work be-

cause writing well is difficult no matter the approach. The specific reasons blocks emerge

as barriers are numerous. One of the most important explorations for this dissertation is 

understanding the types of blocks that are created by traditional playwriting strategies and

pedagogy. One of the primary barriers is the preference of the plot first method.

Two Approaches

Kellogg identifies two primary approaches to writing: “Beethovian” and 

“Mozartian.” Many have remarked on these binary approaches to writing over the course 

of history. Nietzche, in his Birth of Tragedy, touched upon these artistic processes as 

“Dionysian” and “Apollonian” (Nietzche). They have also been broadly referred to as 

“Romantic” and “Classical” approaches. In any case, Kellogg's exploration and terminol-

ogy is used here due to its more rigorous study. 
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Writers employing either approach can experience writer's block during any of the 

processes of writing. Writing is not linear; there is no straight line to successful writing: 

“The research literature clearly shows that planning, translating, and reviewing do not oc-

cur in a linear sequence in text production; rather, they occur and reoccur in complex pat-

terns through prewriting, first draft, and subsequent draft or revision phases of composi-

tion” (Kellogg 391). The variations within each of these writing stages are myraid. No 

matter which approach is employed, innumerable combinations of stages progress from 

the beginning of a writer’s work to the completion of a final draft.

The differences between the two approaches are stark. Beethovians do not plan 

ahead: they start writing. “’Beethovians’ engage in few prewriting activities and prefer to 

compose rough drafts immediately to discover what they have to say… [t]heir drafting 

necessarily involves many rounds of revision” (Kellogg 393). In contrast, Mozartians 

plan, plot, and construct before writing a single line. “’Mozartians’ delay drafting for 

lengthy periods of time in order to allow time for extensive reflection and planning…  

that is later recalled and written down as a first polished draft” (393). This reflection and 

planning is nearly synonymous with the plot first method promulgated by Aristotle, re-

peated in most playwriting books, and guiding most pedagogy. It is important to note that

this method is not the only method for writing successfully.
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Flow

Flow, a term coined by psychology professor Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, is an impor-

tant state for human beings engaged in completing a task. It is a period of optimal experi-

ence when people are so intently focused on a task that they lose track of time, don't ex-

perience normal physical sensations (e.g. heat, cold, or hunger), and are generally uncon-

cerned about their present surroundings. Essentially, the work becomes her only focus.

Flow is characterized by a relative ease in the completion of the work, not necessar-

ily that the work is easy (it is not), but that it comes easily. It is the feeling that one's abili-

ties are capable—but just barely—to succeed at the task at hand:

The self becomes complex as a result of experiencing flow. Paradoxically, 
it is when we act freely, for the sake of the action itself rather than for 
ulterior motives, that we learn to become more than what we were. 
(Csikszentmihalyi 42).

The absence of ulterior motives is an extremely important component of flow as it 

eases the entry into flow and the benefits of the flow experience itself. Kellogg even 

points out that “some evidence suggests that a writer’s creativity can be diminished by 

extrinsic rewards” (Kellogg 395). Offers of money or grades can decrease creativity and 

create blocks making flow more difficult to achieve.

Classroom

The vast majority of the so-called how-to or textbooks on the market for playwriting 

focus primarily – sometimes only – on the tenets of Aristotle and the well-made play 
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form. There is nothing inherently wrong with either of these tools for writing, but they do

not accurately or entirely reflect the current theatrical landscape.

So there are at least two problems in the classroom. First, the extrinsic reward of a 

letter grade dominates conventional classrooms potentially leading to loss of flow. Sec-

ond, the prevailing tools in the classroom create blocks because they often presume a par-

ticular method of writing that is incompatible with contemporary forms.

 A Present Synopsis

The internet is a large part of our culture, affecting almost every aspect of our lives. 

It is the most innovative, humanity-connecting, and disruptive technology since the print-

ing press in the 15th century.

Postmodernism, while no longer new, is also (as Fredric Jameson said in the 20th 

century) a cultural dominant. Postmodernism is difficult to define with its internally con-

flicting definitions (itself a tenet of the postmodern). Those tenets, however, support the 

general conclusion that the internet itself is postmodern.

Postmodernism deconstructs, appropriates, collages, remixes and uses preexisting 

styles, forms, and content to create the multi-faceted works (and methods to create 

works) considered postmodern. 

Computers are perfect copy machines, and the internet connecting them makes them

perfect-copy sharing machines. Nearly all of human history that can be digitized is al-
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ready available – compliant with the law or not – to anyone with a computer and an in-

ternet connection. There is one set of laws principally standing in the way: intellectual 

property laws. Specifically, the culture of ownership in the form of copyright law is hold-

ing the internet—and postmodernism—back from full realization by criminalizing a type 

of art. As Harvard law professor Larry Lessig writes in his book Remix: “...as the law is ar-

chitected just now, it clearly favors one kind of culture over another” (97).

The cultural gap in how people think about art, ownership, and information is often 

mis-described as a generational divide. While the important We, the Web Kids is framed as

an issue related to age, it is a clear explanation of this new cultural dominant. The “web 

kids” see information as something to be shared, criticized, responded to, remixed, and 

questioned—not something to be owned, restricted, held hostage, or viewed as pristine or

perfect “as is.”

One consequence of having near universal access to everything is a lifting and loos-

ening of the mystique of originality and artistry. Art has always had an affinity with the 

culture and art that surrounded it. Artistic works are modeled from and built on preexist-

ing art. All art is remixed—or, as filmmaker Kirby Fergusen has convincingly argued, Ev-

erything is a Remix.

This conviction combined with technology has led to monumental developments. 

First, everyone is an artist who can build on others' works by copying and remixing with 

the same technology used to cull those raw materials from the web. Additionally, artists 
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can distribute their creations quickly and freely with that same computer. Despite the 

claims of the so-called “content industry” who bemoan the death of art in the digital age 

while lobbying to bolster monopolistic protections like copyright law, The Sky is Rising for

artists. More art is being created than ever before and more artists making money from 

their art.

Our educational system needs to catch up with this changed reality. Not in superfi-

cial ways—such as putting digital white boards into classrooms, or utilizing videos within

presentation software lectures—but in meaningful ways that integrate into the content 

and form of what—not just how—we teach.

Contemporary Forms

Playwriting textbooks largely ignore the major theatrical movements after WWII: 

Absurdism and Postmodernism. These movements—particularly postmodernism—are 

the general focus of this dissertation (and what I’m reductively referring to as “contempo-

rary”). Absurdism's tenets were outlined and described by Martin Esslin. In his seminal 

work Theatre of the Absurd, he notes that he tried “to avoid rigid definitions and interpre-

tations” concerning Absurdism (Esslin 12). Postmodernism defies concrete definitions by

its very nature. Yet the difficulty of defining and interpreting these forms is no excuse for 

their absence or insufficient examination in books on playwriting. While absurdism has 

vacillated as a movement, postmodernism is increasingly dominant. When viewed from 
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the standpoint of common internet artists, postmodernism is arguably the most dominant 

form of artistic creation occurring today.

Contemporary Students

One of the primary methods that tends to engage flow is simply through the desire to

do the thing itself—for its own sake. In art or writing we might refer to this inspiration as 

being struck by a muse. The reality of the situation in the classroom is that older methods 

for older structural forms are forced upon students regardless of their interest in more 

contemporary structures and storytelling methods. If the art of the web is any indication, 

this extrinsic reward dampens students’ entry into flow.  Students are often forced to use 

ancient structural templates to create work in opposition to the contemporary works they 

might admire. Students might find themselves working to accomplish a checklist of tradi-

tional structural elements while ignoring each unique or contemporary impulse as it arises

because it fails to fit within the framework of the assignment. Creating a product they 

have no interest making for an extrinsic reward they may not even value has a debilitat-

ing effect on flow. The structural templates designed to help everyone write “well” are of-

ten inconsistent with contemporary works.  As postmodern screenwriter Charlie Kaufman

notes,

A screenplay is an exploration. It’s about the thing you don’t know. It’s a 
step into the abyss. It necessarily starts somewhere, anywhere; there is a 
starting point but the rest is undetermined. It is a secret even from you. 
There’s no template for a screenplay, or there shouldn’t be. There are at 
least as many screenplay possibilities as there are people who write them. 
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We’ve been conned into thinking there is a pre-established form. 
(Kaufman 6).

Received wisdom about structure overrides and obscures new forms, but is that any 

excuse for the absence of more contemporary playwriting books? At its core, this disser-

tation tests a theory for solving a clear problem: our tools for teaching contemporary 

forms to contemporary playwriting students are woefully inadequate. Other art forms are 

a way to reverse-engineer the rules of contemporary writing from a non-Aristotelian start-

ing point.

Alternative Approaches

As discussed previously, trying to concretely identify consistent tenets and charac-

teristics of the newer forms so as to reverse-engineer rules is challenging. Additionally, 

an explosion in the number of identifiable styles and genres has occurred over the past 

century. We have been hyper-aware of small changes and movements in art, over-eager to

define and categorize those differences in print, and small or brief changes rely on the 

theorist/critic to point them out more than that the artist(s) creates them in the first place. 

Texts about these exciting new works are predominantly interested in criticism and theory

rather than on practical application that would benefit writers.

In his New Playwriting Strategies book from 2001, Dr. Paul C. Castagno undertook 

the task of analyzing the works of a small group of playwrights known as the “language” 

playwrights. These playwrights were on a panel at the New Directions conference in 1990
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and Castagno was driven to further expose their work and explain their tools. Castagno's 

focus in his book was not about theorizing what they had written, but on working out the 

techniques they'd used to write it in the first place. The plays themselves were a starting 

point for reevaluating terms, strategies, and techniques that other playwrights could em-

ploy when composing dramatic texts.

The techniques that Castagno uncovers in these playwrights' works generally concur

with what I have culled from other art forms for this dissertation, but the rationale is not 

the same. Castagno's exercises Found texts (9) and Grafting (10) correspond directly with

my exercise Blatantly Copy. Each of these exercises expose the common, contemporary 

tenet that words and phrases from various sources are taken by the playwright and added 

into contemporary plays. Castagno's exercises were derived from the works of innovative

playwrights from the 1980's and a cross-section of other artists who used the words of 

others in their plays. Now, after a decade of drastically decreasing technology costs, in-

creasing hardware performance, broadening internet access, and introducing a new gener-

ation of copy-happy pre-teen content producers, the idea that contemporary works can es-

chew copying at all appears misguided. While the ends may be the same, the means and 

the reasons are very different. 

Another example is Castagno's Negative Space (10) exercise which focuses on spa-

ces in or between speeches or dialogue (e.g. ellipses and pauses). While the exercise titles

are identical, my Negative Space exercise is drawn from the concept in visual art that fo-

16

http://kylerconway.nfshost.com/Exercises/Negative-Space.html
http://kylerconway.nfshost.com/Exercises/BlatantlyCopy.html


Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

cuses on removing the dominant element in a scene or script and wholly employing an-

other element (structure, story, character, language, etc.) that outlines and defines the un-

focused element. This idea is most closely mirrored by Castagno's Writing 'off the line' 

(13) which is about indirect communication or subtext. Where Castagno's is specifically 

limited to a character's spoken lines, the visual art version opens up the concept to other 

theatrical elements as well (e.g. Mee's bobrauschenbergamerica could be said to employ 

Negative Space in the broad realm of story).

Other texts touch on unique strategies for writing plays (e.g. Michael Wright, Van 

Italle, etc.). Each of these authors focuses his attention on a different starting point. 

Michael Wright's work occasionally describes some of the associations with other art 

forms that I am exploring specifically in this dissertation. Van Italle's work seems as 

much about physical and mental preparedness as it is about direct exercises and craft. My

hope is that what follows in this dissertation contributes to the work that has already at-

tempted to bring workable techniques and exercises for contemporary forms to the class-

room. 

 Rekindling the Fire

The Adjacent Possible

In his book Where Good Ideas Come From, Steven Johnson examines a concept in-

troduced by Stuart Kauffman from the field of science called the adjacent possible. The 

concept emerged from the research of evolution pioneer Charles Darwin. Johnson intro-
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duces the term by telling a story about the origins of life on earth. He explains in some 

detail why human beings did not immediately emerge from the primordial soup. While 

most of us would concede that such evolutionary processes take time, Johnson further il-

lustrates a general point about what all new ideas are made of: many simpler, preexisting 

ideas. The reason the human did not emerge directly from the primordial soup is obvious,

but why the basic cell did not immediately emerge from the primordial soup is less so. It 

turns out that a certain combination of smaller elements (in this case basic fatty acids) 

needed to “combine to form... bounded spheres,” in order to create a “division between 

the inside and outside” before the elements of a cell could combine and survive inside of 

that sphere (Johnson 31-32). In other words, the cell did not become an adjacent possible 

until higher order elements (like the basic fatty acids combining into bounded spheres) 

first took place: “What the adjacent possible tells us is that at any moment the world is 

capable of extraordinary change, but only certain changes can happen” (31). The adjacent

possible is, simply, the combination of disparate tools we have access to at the moment 

and from which we can assemble something new: “The phrase captures both the limits 

and the creative potential of change and innovation” (31).

In a blog post about productivity, the late Aaron Swartz remarked: "creativity comes 

from applying things you learn in other fields to the field you work in.3 If you have a 

bunch of different projects going in different fields, then you have many more ideas you 

3 See http://www.aaronsw.com/weblog/productivity
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can apply." Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi conducted a study for his book Cre-

ativity that interviewed a large number of individuals who were over sixty, still actively 

involved in their domain at the time of the study, and were documented to have made a 

lasting impact in their field (12). He notes that “a large majority of our respondents were 

inspired by a tension in their domain that became obvious when looked at from the per-

spective of another domain” (89). His various studies support the idea that adjacent possi-

bles are the norm for creativity, and are one reason why this dissertation grafts other art 

forms directly onto playwriting.

Error

Johnson additionally devotes a very useful chapter to error’s role in creativity: “The 

history of being spectacularly right has a shadow history lurking behind it: a much longer

history of being spectacularly wrong, again and again. And not just wrong, but messy” 

(134). He notes a study in which subjects, when exposed to inaccurate information, actu-

ally became more creative (141). It turns out that errors profoundly impact creativity: “In-

novative environments thrive on useful mistakes, and suffer when the demands of quality 

control overwhelm them” (148). The freedom to fail is a necessary component for enter-

ing flow and a stepping stone for great discoveries.

Exaptation

Lastly, Johnson introduces the term exaptation. Borrowed from evolutionary biol-

ogy, exaptation occurs when “an organism develops a trait for a specific use, but then the 
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trait gets hijacked for a completely different function” (154). Feathers, originally devel-

oped for warmth, become hijacked for flight. The top of our desks, originally designed to 

manage paper, become hijacked for the modern graphical user interface known com-

monly as the desktop.

This dissertation makes use of adjacent possibles, exaptation, and error to discover 

and devise contemporary playwriting exercises. Ideas from other art forms are employed 

in an attempt to explore adjacent possibles for playwriting exercises. This dissertation 

also embraces error because its presence should minimize or eliminate the demands of 

quality control when creatively writing. Lastly, this dissertation hijacks techniques from 

other art forms and puts them in the service of playwrights. None of this happens in a 

vacuum. Recognized contemporary writers are already employing some of these tech-

niques and strategies in their own works.

bobrauschenbergamerica

Charles Mee's play bobrauschenbergamerica is one example of how a playwright 

can utilize exaptation. The book Remaking American Theatre by Scott T. Cummings, inti-

mately looks into Mee's writing process in general and for bobrauschenbergamerica in 

particular. Cummings' first-hand view into the process behind creating the play, from its 

early stages through production, is a fascinating study of a contemporary, postmodern, 

living American playwright.
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Mee's interest in Rauschenberg has a long history. Long before work formally began

on the play that would become bobrauschenbergamerica, Mee was both aware of and in-

spired by the visual artist's work: “As editor at Horizon magazine, it was his business to 

keep up with developments in contemporary art. In the 1980s, when he resumed playwrit-

ing, Mee embraced collage as a playwriting technique, taking inspiration from Rauschen-

berg...” (Cummings 163). Adopting collage from visual art is an example of an exaptation

as Johnson described in Where Good Ideas Come From. 

Mee's use of an established style from another medium as the basis for his unique 

form of writing also creates the opportunity for adjacent possibles. After viewing a col-

lection of Rauschenberg's art at the Guggenheim, Mee pondered the question, “What 

would it be like... to create a theater work in the manner of Rauschenberg, not so much 

about him in any explicit biographical sense, but drawing on his sculptural sense of col-

lage, his use of found objects, his favorite images and motifs, his love of collaboration, 

his celebratory, often whimsical spirit, and his expansive vision of the USA” (163)? The 

unorthodox project began when Mee proposed the idea to legendary SITI director Anne 

Bogart.

Mee's process began with the creation of two lists: “stuff in Rauschenberg's works” 

and “stuff it makes me [Mee] think of” (164). The first list included physical items 

Rauschenberg had used in his artworks: oil drums, automobile tire, goat, etc. The second 

list was comprised of ideas that Rauschenberg's art elicited in Mee: chicken jokes, pillow 
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talk, dialogue from Baywatch, etc. (164-165). The raw materials of Rauschenberg's art 

began to combine with the ideas they inspired in Mee to form two humble but important 

lists. These two lists were the spark for driving a collaborative effort to create and collect 

material from a variety of sources. Mee used these two lists to focus, inspire, and draw 

raw material from other artists: “Mee wanted to collect bits and pieces from a variety of 

sources for possible inclusion in what was conceived from the outset as a theatrical 'com-

bine' created in the manner of Rauschenberg” (165). Mee's asked his dramaturg, Tali Gai, 

to research chicken jokes and interview physicist Philip Morrison (who had worked on 

the nuclear bomb). Mee instructed “her to ask big, philosophical questions ('the stupider 

the better,' he insisted)” for the interview (171). The physicist's quotes were edited and re-

arranged, but appeared in the play verbatim. Mee wanted to “[preserve] his humbled syn-

tax and verbal idiosyncrasies...” (172). Cummings comments that “Mee's use of Morri-

son's words obscures their status as quotations and withholds the historical identity of 

their source” (172), and Mee's dramaturgy is full of obscured quotations, culture, and his-

torical references. Cummings notes that these unsourced additions create a “historical or 

cultural subtext” (173) in Mee's plays.

Mee also used material from participants in a playwriting workshop sponsored by 

the SITI company early in the writing process for bobrauschenbergamerica. These par-

ticipants took Mee's lists and showed up with borrowed or original writing to further sup-

port the ideas and items Mee had identified in and from Rauchenberg's work. This collab-
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orative effort spurred Mee to create a list comprising the first nineteen moments of the 

play. Participants were asked to take one of the items from this new list and create some-

thing else for Mee to use (175).

This collaborative environment certainly produced many adjacent possibles and al-

lowed for a high level of exaptation from a variety of participants in the workshop. While

Cummings does not explicitly note that error played a role in the workshop, Mee was 

likely taking note of the ideas which didn't work well as much as the ones that did. Dur-

ing Mee's short “teaching” section of the playwriting workshop Mee shared the follow-

ing:

He introduced the notion of inducing character from found and borrowed 
texts. He warned against rushing to impose conscious or conventional 
structure on a piece, preferring instead to allow a shape to emerge from 
the inchoate enthusiasms, anxieties, and other emotional impulses (175).

His approach to writing is not only hesitant toward Aristotelian cause-and-effect 

structure but also somewhat caustic toward current copyright law which threatens prose-

cution for such borrowing by legally labeling it theft of intellectual property. This use of 

others' material combined with a desire to avoid structural conventions is a hallmark of 

contemporary writing.

 Adjacent; Postmodern; Playwrights

Postmodern playwrights draw on and often emerge from other art forms. Many have

also embraced the internet, and in some small ways dispensed with the ownership mental-
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ity that has surrounded art for the past century. Charles Mee is one example who fails to 

fit neatly into the playwriting mold depicted in most textbooks:

Mee is the first American playwright of the Age of Terrorism, not 
because terrorism is their subject (it is not) and certainly not because they 
condone terrorism (they do not) but because they erupt on the stage with 
a fierce force of a devastating surprise attack. They are not predicated on 
established rules of aesthetic engagement. They present an overwhelming 
effect with no discernible, proportionate cause. (Cummings 31).

Mee uses the zeitgeist of terrorism not as story, but as form. Additionally, Mee's 

(Re)making Project touches on issues of ownership, intellectual property law, technology,

and originality. Mee borrows from more than just students in a SITI playwriting work-

shop. He also takes—frequently verbatim—from pop culture, preexisting published 

works, advertisements, and other sources traditionally considered unoriginal:

Mee’s true form is collage. He takes bits and pieces of theatrical 
material, written artifacts from other sources, skeletal plots for Sophocles 
or Shakespeare or Brecht, archetypal characters, moments of spectacle 
stolen from other productions, the dreams of his lovers, and his own veiled
confessions of faith in humanity, and combines them… (33).

While Mee spent a good portion of his life as a historian—and he remains one in 

many ways—collage is an important part of his play bobrauschenbergamerica: “Rather 

than a biographical portrait, Mee and company sought to create a play that generated 

much the same response as Rauschenberg’s art itself” (Cummings 3). Mee's exaptation is 

operates at an elevated level as the exapted material wasn’t simply words or images but 

something more crucial: Mee exapted a process from across the lines traditionally divid-
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ing artistic mediums to serve as structure. Mee’s innovative (and stolen) structure 

matched the play he wrote rather than fitting nicely inside the parameters typically taught 

in playwriting textbooks.

The intersection of Mee's interest in history and his view of ownership and culture 

creates postmodern artworks with content from his varied interests that appropriates their 

very form—absent any concern for Aristotelian concepts such as unity. As Csikszentmi-

halyi states in Creativity, “an intellectual problem is not restricted to a particular domain. 

Indeed, some of the most creative breakthroughs occur when an idea that works well in 

one domain gets grafted to another and revitalizes it” (88). 

Mee is not alone in his use of other artistic mediums to make contemporary art. 

Suzan-Lori Parks takes her structures from music. Her play The Death of the Last Black 

Man in the Whole Entire World moved a bit like jazz music:

It’s a different music for each play. For The Death of the Last Black Man in 
the Whole Entire World, it was a lot of jazz. I listened to Ornette Coleman 
practically all the time when I was writing that play. The play moves like 
that. (Ong). 

Even playwright Samuel Beckett drew on musical structure for the specific rhythms 

he wanted to create on stage—often through action. The most visible element he bor-

rowed from music is in the final stage direction of his brief script Play: "Repeat play." 

This concept borrows directly from the musical coda. Play contains several sections that 

are specifically written in rhythmic fashion and broken down into individual syllables for 
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performance. A great deal of these exapted or appropriated structures—as in Mee's bo-

brauschenbergamerica—directly affect the structure of the works that end up being cre-

ated by the artist employing them. Those structures are often major departures from tradi-

tional playwriting works.

Structure itself is a major point of contention between contemporary playwrights 

and existing texts. Postmodern theorist Jean-François Lyotard said that postmodern art 

made the “unpresentable perceptible in the medium itself” in part by employing unrecog-

nizable forms that cannot—by definition—fit neatly within the framework of traditional 

dramatic structures. Playwright María Irene Fornés describes this contention aptly:

From the very beginning, I didn’t see why it had to be that Aristotelian 
kind of form. … I thought: How ridiculous; that’s not the way life 
happens. And why should one try to follow a formula that has nothing to 
do with life and work so hard to create impressions that the characters are
really alive and reacting to each other spontaneously when you are just 
following the Aristotelian structure (Herrington and Brian xi).

Living postmodern American playwright and teacher Mac Wellman shares the fol-

lowing: “I try to influence [my students] to not be concerned with structure, which is a 

word very important to theatre people, and not used in any other art form” (Herrington 

and Brian vii). He says of his classes that “We spend a huge amount of time talking about

poetry, music, and art. This helps because sometimes folks get stuck in theater and then 

find something in another art form to help free them” (xi).
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It frees them, perhaps, from the block-inducing requirement of traditional dramatic 

structure. Likewise, Charles Mee's past work as a historian grounds his unease with neatly

constructed plots:

[Mee] looks at the world around him or the history of civilization or his 
own life knowing that facts are missing, that appearances are deceiving, 
that accidents happen, that contingency rules, and so on… Cause and 
effect, the backbone of Aristotelian drama and the bane of the historian’s 
existence, have no place in his unconventional dramaturgy (Cummings 
32).

Karen Jürs-Munby, English language translator of theorist Hans-Thies Lehmann’s 

Postdramatic Theater, notes that the view Mee and Fornés have of life has been common 

for quite some time. It has, in fact, been a powerful force in the theatre for more than half 

a century:

…the structure of classical drama with its conflicts and resolutions has 
been the model for a desired, imagined or promised development of 
history. The experiences of World War II, the Holocaust and Hiroshima, 
however, have fundamentally shaken the belief in this historical model, 
which explains why postwar practitioners such as Samuel Beckett, 
Tadeusz Kantor and Heiner Muller eschew the dramatic form in the wake 
of these events (Jürs-Munby 13).

Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi's work also notes the influence of historical 

events on creativity and art: 

It could be argued, for instance, that the breakaway from classical literary, 
musical, and artistic styles that is so characteristic of the twentieth century 
was an indirect reaction to the disillusion people felt at the inability of 
Western civilization to avoid the bloodshed of World War I. (Creativity 94)
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Cause-and-effect, unified linear plots, and other tenets of traditional playscripts fail 

to adequately explain the events of the twentieth century. The inability to explain war, nu-

clear weaponry, and terrorism formed new adjacent possibles that spirited the form of 

artistic movements away from tradition. 

Wars and weapons were not the only events in the twentieth century that an effect 

on art. The constant progression of technology is changing notion of originality and chal-

lenging the strictures of copyright law. Theorist Hans-Thies Lehmann’s work “explores 

theatre’s relationship to the changing media constellation in the twentieth century, in par-

ticular the historical shift out of a textual culture into a ‘mediatized’ image and sound cul-

ture” (Jürs-Munby 1). Awareness of this historical shift—typified by increasing mediati-

zation—is imperative to understanding contemporary art and employing our present cul-

ture in works of art.

When contemporary experimental live performance now uses or 
references media, it is partially ‘remediating’ film and television but not in 
order insidiously to ‘replicate’ them to maintain its legitimacy… but in 
order to probe their status and impact on us in a self-conscious manner—
including their history of remediating theatre (13).

The Internet allows mediated yet counter-intuitively communal actions creating an 

exciting and challenging situation for our current playwrights. Mee's collaboration with 

the SITI company for bobrauschenbergamerica employed filmic techniques.

Montage is a device unique to film, yet director Anne Bogart, the versatile 
ten-person cast, and sound designer Darron L. West have most beautifully 
re-invented it for the stage. (Congress)
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They have found a way to use the simplest parts of the stage—space and 
time, movement and stillness, light and dark, music and movement—to 
make theater that feels the way movies and videos do: fragmented and 
prismatic, busy and chaotic, ridiculous and sublime. (Winitsky)

Many theorists believe that technological progression is replacing the live event. 

Theorist Philip Auslander questions whether experiencing an event live is meaningful in a

mediated society in his book Liveness. He argues that being present for a live event isn’t 

actually more meaningful than viewing a broadcasted—or even prerecorded—event. He 

notes that participants at a live event are more likely to look at the mediated jumbotron. 

“Liveness” is no longer special: “Because we are already intimately familiar with the im-

ages from our televisual and filmic experience of them, we see them as proximate no 

matter how far away they may be in physical distance” (Auslander 35).4 There is a close-

ness with technology bred through cultural familiarity. Yet postmodern playwright Will 

Eno’s Ladies and Gentlemen, the Rain challenges and utilizes this proximate experience 

Auslander describes to enhance the liveness of his plays through what I defined in my 

master’s thesis as implied mediatization: the actual absence—but implied presence—of 

mediatization to increase an audience's perceived proximity to the actually live event.

Eno presents a man and a woman the moment they begin to record video introduc-

tions for a dating service. The man and woman are on the same physical stage in the the-

4 This is a single example that Auslander humorously uses to express how liveness is no longer as viable 
or meaningful as humanity had considered it. His work is very highly recommended because he takes 
great pains to explore new technological advancements and performances that call for a profound 
reexamination of our often unfounded defense of all things “live.” Performance artists, in particular, are
quick to defend the specialness of a live event. While I believe liveness is unique, Auslander's work 
helped me question that assumption and restrengthen my position.
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atre but unaware of each other's presence. While this is a common enough theatrical de-

vice, there actually is something between the actors and the audience: an implied video 

recording device. This familiar form of mediatization (found in film and television, no-

tably at live tapings) takes on a new and strange meaning when employed in a live setting

that only imagines the camera’s presence. In Eno's play,

…an audience member’s experience of viewing a taping session did not 
include a visual confirmation of the device used to capture it. Rather, this 
production choice counter-intuitively removed the very proof of the 
device’s existence and rendered a greater implied and felt proximity than 
would be possible with the devices present (Conway 28).

The cultural mediatization Auslander describes influences the artistic works that our 

contemporary artists ultimately produce. Employing diverse elements from throughout 

our hyper-saturated culture into art builds contemporary works. Eno's creative use of me-

diatization to increase proximity is an excellent example of including the present in unex-

pected ways.

Unfortunately, many practitioners believe that those contemporary elements are pri-

marily meant to exist in the production elements. Some practitioners treat the stage direc-

tions written by the playwright as—at best—simply informative or—at worst—as some-

thing to be scratched out and ignored.5 Examples from Eno and Mee demonstrate that 

5 I am not defending the actions of overly protective entities (e.g. Samuel Beckett's estate) who demand – 
via the monopoly of copyright – that the works be produced “as written.” Performing everything exactly 
as written may be a recipe for disaster as it ignores the social and cultural changes inherent to 
reproducing live theatre for a different audience, but outright ignoring stage directions is decidedly daft 
when non-verbal artistic mediums are having a profound effect on contemporary stage writing.
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contemporary and relevant plays are more than simply using the newest technologies in 

production. Those technologies can also (and perhaps must) infuse the works themselves:

The impact of media on performance manifests itself not only in the use of
high-tech ‘multimedia’ onstage, however, but sometimes also in its very 
opposite: theatre on a bare stage with minimalist, pared down aesthetics, 
which nevertheless can only be understood by being related to life in a 
‘mediatized’ society (Jürs-Munby 10).

Will Eno and others exploit the mediatized age on near-empty stages: no technology 

required. The zeitgeist both provides and infuses the context, but not necessarily the 

medium. The twentieth century provided unparalleled technological advances moving the

masses through a period of ubiquitous consumption. We now find ourselves living in a 

time of what Clay Shirkey calls a cognitive surplus that has created the opportunity for 

ubiquitously shared and aggregated production: “Imagine treating the free time of the 

world's educated citizenry as an aggregate …” (Shirky 9). This shift is both similar to and

different from changes in earlier periods.

The Cognitive Surplus

The radio and television that overtook the airwaves of the 20th century only allowed

information to flow one way. Audiences consumed content produced by others. Professor 

Clay Shirky explains the cultural purpose of passive reception in his book Cognitive Sur-

plus. Just as gin was a lubricant in the early 18th century transition to Industrialization, 

the 20th century’s gin was “… watching sitcoms—and soap operas, costume dramas, and 

the host of other amusements offered by TV—[it] has absorbed the lion’s share of free 
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time available to the citizens of the developed world” (Shirky 4). He goes on to note that 

the internet allows us to do something more active and important with our free time (i.e. 

cognitive surplus). One example he cites in his book compares the amount of time adults 

in the United States spend watching television (a passive activity) versus the amount of 

time it took to create the whole of Wikipedia. The comparison is humbling in numbers 

and horrifying when visualized.

Shirky asks us to ponder what might happen if some of that passive time spent in 

front of the television was turned into active time spent collaborating with others on bor-

derless projects benefiting the human race. Shirkey spends the rest of his book talking 

about the benefits of this cognitive surplus that has been enabled by technologies such as 

the internet.
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Harvard Law professor Larry Lessig agrees telling us that the web has created a 

read/write culture. Unlike the previous technologies that only allowed us to receive (i.e. 

read) information and entertainment through radio or television signals, the internet has 

enabled anyone with a computer and a connection to create (i.e. write). Lessig's book 

Remix shows us that the internet allows creativity to flourish in part because much of that 
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creativity exists as remix: preexisting content transformed and/or combined into some-

thing new. The connected web allows us to create with parts of others' creations. All of 

this occurs with varying levels of transparency. This remixing style of the internet could 

be described as a global (Re)making Project (synonymous with playwright Charles Mee's

project), or a collage or Combine (à la visual artist Rauschenberg). This style also creates 

and utilizes myriad—in the true sense of the term—“adjacent possibles” (like science au-

thor Steven Johnson). Our culture is shifting away from the one-way street of “read only”

and the written word as technology can increasingly transmit images, videos, and other 

high-bandwidth content. Lessig states that “it is no surprise, then, that these other forms 

of ‘creating’ are becoming an increasingly dominant form of ‘writing’” regarding music 

and video production on the web (Lessig 69). The value of this postmodern remix style 

on the youth in our increasingly global culture is that “they learn by remixing. Indeed, 

they learn more about the form of expression they remix than if they simply made that 

expression directly” (80). The connection between what a celebrated ex-historian play-

wright like Charles Mee is doing with culture and what every kid with a laptop is doing is

clear. Suzan-Lori Parks' visualizations of her plays as equations find themselves in good 

company. Mediatized remixing of culture is happening everywhere in an increasingly 

non-textual form. Contemporary theatre artists frequently integrate other elements and art

forms within their own works. They combine seemingly disparate ideas to create their 

contemporary artworks.
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e) All of the above

In this period of great cultural change we cannot only teach or follow one method of 

artistic production: we must embrace several approaches at the same time. We must make

use of “the related combination of playfullness and discipline...” that is found in the cre-

ation of art (Creativity 61). Psychology professor Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi's numerous 

studies of creative people revealed a tendency for them to express—at the same time—

traits at opposite ends of a spectrum (e.g. introvert/extrovert).

Despite the general acceptance of the “plan first; write second” method preferred in 

playwriting texts, “the creative process is less linear than recursive” (Creativity 80). It is 

clearly both the Beethovian and Mozartian approaches are frequently employed at vari-

ous points during the writing process by profesionals and amateurs alike. The perceived 

benefits of a plot-based, planning mentality drawn from Aristotle’s Poetics and filtered 

into the vast majority of playwriting books in classrooms today is actually no better than 

an exploratory method (and perhaps worse for postmodernism at the outset). Studies of 

both approaches found that “professional writers who report attempting to produce a per-

fect first draft are just as productive as those who report starting with a rough draft” (Kel-

logg 393). Or, to put it another way, the methods are equally productive for different writ-

ers. This stands in contrast to the perceived received wisdom of the plan first, write sec-

ond method that dominates playwriting manuals.
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The equality of productivity resulting from each method illustrates the problem I am

trying to help resolve in this dissertation. While I have experienced the productive use of 

the non-planning method, it was not taught in relation to playwriting. While some books 

briefly and insufficiently include the existence of different approaches—and there are a 

few that embrace it openly—the plot-driven method is nearly ubiquitous in playwriting 

books on the market.6

Approaches to productive writing, however, are numerous. Writers can and do use 

various methods when composing their plays. Charles Mee seemingly approaches his 

works with an openness (allowing others to write sections he will incorporate) and a 

structure (as seen in the lists for bobrauschenbergamerica). Postmodern playwright 

Suzan-Lori Parks’ 365 Days/365 Plays leads one to believe that it was written more like 

“Beethoven” and less like “Mozart” due to the circumstances of its creation (i.e. write a 

play every day for a year). In a brief interview with NPR, Parks revealed that writing a 

play each and every day proved difficult: “Let’s be real. There were so many days when I

woke up - like day two basically - no day one was all like whoo hoo hoo, right. I’m going

to write a play. It’s going to be called Start Here. Here we go, you know. Day two it was 

like holy hmm.”(Parks). Parks persisted, however, and completed her year-long playwrit-

ing quest despite the difficulties:

6 Michael Wright’s Playwriting in Process is one excellent example of a book that embraces an alternative 
approach.
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I was writing a play every day, whatever happened. Whether I was busy or
not, whether it was good or not, whether it was convenient or not. 
Whatever happened. And it became this prayer, almost. To theatre. To life.
To the art process, the process of making art and being alive. It sort of 
took over my whole year. … Sometimes I would write it in the security 
line at the airport, you know? … A lot of them were written in hotels. … I 
didn’t limit the time. I sat down and did it and then kind of went on with 
the day. And then I was finished and I was very proud of myself. And I 
basically put it in this drawer and didn’t think about it too much afterward
(Parks).

While some writers are cryptic concerning the process they experience to plan each 

and every one of their plays before starting to write, postmodern playwright Charles Mee 

has been very open about the many stages of his creative process. His (Re)making 

Project focuses heavily on the reuse of existing materials to create something new. He 

has stolen the structures of ancient Greek texts showing both an exacting form of plan-

ning (Mozartian) and a seemingly unbounded sense of exploration (Beethovian). 

 New Exercises

Technology is partly responsible for an increasing tendency towards the Beethovian 

approach. Computers allow us easily to edit our work, lessening the sting of perfection 

anxiety. The internet provides the opportunity easily and frequently to share the content 

we produce at any stage of the non-linear process. The exercises I am exapting from other

art forms and modifying for the playwright attempt to produce new tools and techniques 

to assist beginning and established writers in tackling the process of composing a work 

suited to the present day. The structured and procedural way of writing a play taught in 

many playwriting books and classrooms is not  enough when accounting for the quick-

37



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

ened pace of innovation that has taken place over the last decade. This dissertation works

to create and explore new exercises for playwrights drawn from other art forms and in-

fused by the postmodern cultural reality of the internet.
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Chapter 2

 The Zeitgeist Catalyst (or, The Inciting Incident?) 

Just as the printing press, the industrial revolution, and the renaissance ushered in 

new cultural movements in history, the internet is profoundly affecting on humanity in 

the present. Cell phones, cyberbullying, the Arab Spring, Wikileaks, social networking, 

terrorism, the ease of plagiarism, NSA spying, and twitter are all small parts of a larger 

cultural shift: the internet. 

Connectivity empowers our smartphones; it makes cyberbullying possible; it as-

sisted and broadly communicated the Arab Spring; from it emerged social networks and 

massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPG). It is increasingly how ter-

rorists recruit members and how churches organize social functions. It is why plagiarism 

both became more flagrant and more easily detected. The internet is, without question, 

the most culturally affecting technology since the Gutenberg printing press and it has cre-

ated a cultural shift. Now there is an entirely new dominant perspective. This shift can be 

clearly seen in the large power-balance shift between “the people” (all of us) and “the in-

cumbents” (governments, large businesses, etc). While the internet made it possible for 

Chelsea Manning to quickly download distribute classified files through the web news or-

ganization Wikileaks (empowering the people), it also created the conditions allowing the

broad surveillance of citizens throughout the world (empowering governments) revealed 

by Edward Snowden. While internet technologies like Napster and Bittorrent allowed 
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simple file sharing (empowering the people), it also enabled the industry-disrupting 

iTunes music library and Amazon Kindle (empowering businesses). 

The generations growing up with these exciting tools have taken an important step 

from consuming to producing culture. Production and distribution have already been 

heavily influenced by the characteristics inherent to the internet which are eerily suited to

address the tenets of postmodernism. Some artists have had poor reactions to these new 

cultural producers employing postmodernism to appropriate their artworks in remixes, 

mash-ups, or memes (e.g. visual artist Chuck Close), while others have embraced the fan-

created works and benefited greatly (e.g. Jonathan Coulton). There are at least two sides 

to this new technology and it has proven to require adjustments from everyone (govern-

ments, artists, and individuals).

 Olde/New/Borrowed/Blue

Postmodernism is old, new, and now. While it doesn’t always seem to be the “cul-

tural dominant” it was once described to be, the continued innovation occurring on the in-

ternet has created a circumstance in which postmodernism can no longer be ignored. I 

will briefly address some of the key takeaways from postmodern theorists and thinkers 

pre-Napster7—what many view as an important moment in the internet's cultural 

supremacy—and then I will show how the internet fulfills those tenets, ideas, fears, and 

7 Napster was a peer-to-peer file-sharing network allowing virtual strangers to upload and download music
(often in violation of copyright law) to their personal computers. The recording industry spent their time 
suing Napster instead of building iTunes. The result is that a technology company (Apple) is the largest 
seller of music. People demanded digital access the labels were initially unwilling to provide.
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predictions regarding postmodernism before discussing the playwriting exercises at the 

heart of this dissertation. 

Postmodern Theories and Theorists

Jean-François Lyotard, Jean Baudrillard, and Fredric Jameson are postmodern theo-

rists. While these thinkers perspectives occasionally clashed about postmodernism (some-

thing each theorist agrees postmodernism encourages), their writings examined and in 

some ways defined the genre. The general tenets that these theorists identified about post-

modernism seem to almost effortlessly prefigure the general tenets of the internet, con-

temporary art, and the youth culture that have connected around the idea of sharing and 

reusing cultural artifacts at a mind-bending speed on a borderless connectivity tool that 

provides access to the whole of human history on devices that fit in our pockets. The 

writings I extract from these theorists below to represent some of the tenets of postmod-

ernism that can be utilized to identify (or even create) postmodern works.

Lyotard noted that one characteristic of postmodern art is that it “puts forward the 

unpresentable in the presentation itself” (Lyotard 46) and that postmodern forms are un-

recognizable because the artists discover and invent new rules through rule-less creation 

precisely to discover them (46). Lyotard refers to the idea that postmodern works often 

attempt to present their unpresentable ideas by employing forms or structures that only 

have identifiable rules in hindsight (after the work has been completed). 
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Similarly, Fredric Jameson defines “postmodern hyperspace” as a space so big that 

no perception or perspective of the whole is even possible: Postmodern hyperspace “tran-

scend[s] [the] capacities of the individual human body to locate itself, to organize its im-

mediate surroundings perceptually, and cognitively to map its position in a mappable ex-

ternal world” (Jameson 83). Postmodernism, he said, alters the social space, expanding it 

to include local, national, and international realities. It's instructive to consider these post-

modern works as violating tenets of Aristotle's Poetics (e.g. magnitude and unity) to 

present the unpresentable the only way possible—through a new form. Following Aristo-

tle's observations about form could never contain the hyperspace Jameson attributed to 

postmodernism.

To give a simple definition, in whatever magnitude a change from 
misfortune to good fortune, or from good fortune to misfortune, can come 
about by a sequence of events in accordance with probability or necessity
—this is an adequate definition of its magnitude. (Aristotle 11)

In other words, Aristotle noted that the magnitude (read: length and focus) should be

exactly what is necessary to tell a well-structured (linearly directed through a beginning, 

middle, and end), singularly-focused (one action effecting change from bad to good or 

good to bad), and believable story. Aristotle notes other limitations as well (e.g. festival 

length, limits of human memory), but collectively these limits defined by Aristotle are ex-

actly why postmodernism necessarily adopts non-Aristotelian forms. The attempt to 

present the unpresentable through the medium itself leads to postmodern forms being un-

42



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

recognizable and is a core reason why traditional structure and traditional play analysis 

fail to subsume postmodernism within its dominant methods of interpretation and analy-

sis: “The work [the artist] produces cannot be judged... by applying familiar categories to 

the text or to the work” (Lyotard 46). Suzan-Lori Parks's from Elements of Style examines

her own America Play visually with stick figures, textual depictions, and pseudo-mathe-

matical equations. In her doctoral dissertation, Jennifer Larson points out why this non-

traditional form of literary criticism is so important:

This innovative form of expressing a theory about unlocking the meaning 
of literature encourages non-traditional approaches to literary criticism as 
well as greater attention to literatures, such as Parks’s, that rely on non- 
traditional elements, including misspelled words, pictures in the text, 
characters with their own languages, or stage directions that overstep their 
dramatic boundaries. (Larson 185)

Evaluating Mee's bobrauschenbergamerica on the basis of a single action or a se-

quence of events fails to adequately assess what the work achieves. 

[bobrauschenbergamerica] premiered in March of 2001, a time when the 
U.S. was still a sleepy giant flush with its own success. Almost a decade 
later, much has changed. The endless vistas of Rauschenberg’s America 
have shortened quite a bit since the towers fell. Now, we watch the utterly 
charming cast … with a curious nostalgia as they prance over James 
Schutte’s gigantic American flag set. We warmly remember (even if we 
were not there) the simplicity of the rural Texan life that was 
Rauschenberg’s youth. We ruefully smile at the aimless gluttony of Ellen 
Lauren’s confused romantic. These images and gestures stir the ashes of 
our patriotism in ways that are at once funny, painful, and emotionally 
ambiguous. (Winitsky)
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Mee's play isn't a failure because it isn't linear or because contains more than one ac-

tion; it is a success because it presents the unpresentable of a longed-for America—one 

that probably never existed—in the post-9/11 present. Postmodernism plays by different 

rules and is difficult to judge (or produce) by methods other than its own.

Theorist Jean Baudrillard's writing about postmodernism speaks of images—multi-

plying with great speed and in great numbers—divorcing themselves from their original 

meaning, context, and subject with each iteration: slowly replacing the “real” and the 

“true” with unstable referents to each other rather than any external logic (Baudrillard 

195).8 These myriad, unstable images evoke fears of disturbingly “perfect remakes,” 

which appropriates the past, and then appropriates the appropriation (and so on), until 

they are re-re-re-representing themselves instead of the reality which is a truth (195). The 

remakes eventually replace the truth, but signify nothing. Eventually these remakes be-

come pure simulacrum, a word Frederick Jameson defines as an “identical copy for 

which no original has ever existed” (Jameson 74). Mee and Parks's works typically repre-

sent the past in one form or another. Combined with internet-era borrowing and memes, 

their works are referents of questionable stability.

Finally, theorist Fredric Jameson speaks of the referential nature of postmodernism 

exceeding the simple quotation of existing content and culture into full incorporation. He 

describes postmodernism as flat and focusing on outer brilliance to reveal an inner lack 

8 This somewhat mirrors postmodern linguistic theorist Jacques Derrida’s writings concerning the chain of 
signifiers unable to eventually locate a signified.
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(e.g. superficiality). The lack of depth is replaced by multiple surfaces (68-70). Jameson 

describes postmodernism as being the end of individual style (in part because the style is 

itself appropriation and collage of various former styles from history). He says that post-

modernism was the value of space over the value of time (73). Perhaps most importantly, 

Jameson refers to postmodernism as a pastiche: “the disappearance of the individual sub-

ject, along with its formal consequence, the increasing unavailability of personal style,” 

as well as “the imitation of a peculiar mask, speech in a dead language, but neutral, with-

out parody’s ulterior motives, without satiric impulse... blank parody” (74). Pastiche is 

the attempt to appropriate a missing past through fashion change and current ideology. 

Jameson notes that losing individual style leaves cultural producers (like artists) no 

choice but to turn towards the past itself and imitate the styles, voices, and masks stored 

up in what he referred to as “the imaginary museum of a now global culture.” 

Artist/activist Nina Paley’s Sita Sings the Blues is an example of this simultaneous 

disappearance and imitation. The late film critic Roger Ebert surprisingly called Sita “... 

one of the year's best films”9 despite the fact that it was an internet-distributed, postmod-

ern retelling of the Indian Epic The Ramayana. Paley openly wonders about the limits of 

attribution10 in the internet age (literally the inability to correctly document the various 

sources from which you've stolen/borrowed/appropriated).11 Sita Sings the Blues remixed 

9 See Ebert's review here: http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/sita-sings-the-blues-2009
10 See Paley's limits here: http://blog.ninapaley.com/2010/03/04/the-limits-of-attribution/
11 Charles Mee does not cite the pop-culture references or quotations he uses in his own work except to 

note generally that he borrows form publications like TV Guide.

45

http://blog.ninapaley.com/2010/03/04/the-limits-of-attribution/
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/sita-sings-the-blues-2009


Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

various disparate pieces of content liberally: The Ramayana, the music of 1920’s jazz 

singer Annette Hanshaw, and the narrative of her own broken marriage (along with In-

donesian shadow puppets, countless animation styles, and so many references and images

it’s almost unthinkable). She created a graphic to explain the problem with something as 

simple as authorial attribution. She uses the analogy of a human being coming from two 

parents, four grandparents, eight great-grandparents (and so on) to point out where we 

come from (and, eventually, how we reproduce ourselves into offspring that become less 

and less fully us with each iteration):

Sure, I’d like to be credited in works containing 1/144th dilutions of Sita, 
but is that reasonable? Here the analogy between memes and genes 
weakens, because memes don’t recombine sexually like genes do. Making 
Sita’s “memeology” match the biological pedigree chart was awkward; 
cultural works can have many more than two “parents” for every “child.” I 
had to omit many of Sita’s other “parents,” like 2-D animation (cut-out 
animation, Flash, computer science, Fleischer Bros., Eduard Muybridge, 
etc.), to make the charts match. With all those “parents” mixing willy-nilly 
into all those “children,” dilution of attribution could happen in even 
fewer generations. (Paley Attribution)

Her work is living simulacra culled from the past works of others. It is also pastiche—

parody without ulterior motive—as it deftly borrows several styles at once to both replace

and re-imagine the past while simultaneously transforming it. The individual subject has 

disappeared. Works are now being openly and transparently collated from the works of 

the present and the past, the well-known and the entirely obscure, the fine, capital “A” 

Art, and the home-sewn amateur craft without regard to original genre or style. Personal 

style is no longer readily available outside of pre-existing historical styles. Imitation and 
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copying are abundant. The present culture is being incorporated into an appropriated 

past.

Postmodern playwright Suzan-Lori Parks's plays also revisit history with a striking 

regularity as they

... make history more visceral and relevant by asking readers to see the 
past as more personal and urgent: history and identity remain ever 
intertwined, haunting each other while still seeking to redeem both the 
other and itself. Parks’s texts represent this tumultuous relationship by 
revisiting, or, more accurately, by revising some of the most famous texts 
and contexts in literature and history. (Larson 2)

These theorists contributed to the formulation of what it meant for a work of art to 

be postmodern. The confusing assumptions about postmodernism gave way to a form of 

clarity via these theorists’ ideas (occasionally conflicting though they may be). As artists 

knowingly or unknowingly worked within the parameters these theorists identified, tech-

nology steadily improved, easing the cultural transition by allowing a certain platform, 

access, and tool set uniquely suited to producing postmodern art.

The Postmodern Internet 

The internet is postmodern. It thrives on borderless connection and the creation of 

myriad copies. Baudrillard’s fears about “perfect remakes” and “identical copies” now 

take place routinely and effortlessly. Identical copies are what made the peer-to-peer file-

sharing program Napster such a threat to the Recording Industry Association of America 

(RIAA) in the late 1990s, are part of the reason that the Digital Millennium Copyright 
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Act (DMCA) and was passed in 1998. Their existence creates the desire to consistently 

employ Digital Rights Management (DRM)—the “feature” that, for example, compli-

cates the process of reading your Kindle book on a Nook or other ebook reader (and vice-

versa)—despite the technical impossibility of solving the “problem.”12 Computers are im-

pressive copy machines by themselves, and when you add connected networks like the 

web they become impressive “identical copy” distribution machines. 

Copyright law itself has always attempted to regulate copies via government-granted

monopoly, and the internet has complicated that regulation by shifting the distribution of 

power firmly toward consumers. Copyright attempts to maintain control of works, mone-

tize distribution, and prevent dilution via similarity. This mirrors Baudrillard’s fear about 

postmodernism. His trepidation was not the mere existence of copies, but it was intri-

cately tied to the disappearance of the original from which all others were derived. He be-

lieved these remakes of remakes of remakes would erase the actual past. The chain of re-

makes stood in for—and eventually replaced—the original (if ever there was one). 

The obvious example from the internet is the oft copied and remixed concept known

as the meme. Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi said, “In cultural evolution there are 

no mechanisms equivalent to genes and chromosomes... The analogy to genes in the evo-

12 DRM (Digital Rights Management, or – as opponents call it – Digital Restrictions Management) is an 
impossible technical problem for a variety of reasons. In general, physical access to the computer 
(something that is required by the consumer of the good) makes a security “feature” impossible to 
successfully implement (as the end user will be able to break the restriction). Non-technologically, 
science fiction writer Cory Doctorow talks about the impossibility of ebook DRM by saying, “behold 
the typist.”
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lution of culture are memes, or units of information that we must learn if culture is to con-

tinue.” (Creativity 7). While Csikszentmihalyi speaks of the larger concept concerning 

shared and distributed cultural knowledge, internet memes are a specific iteration of 

speedily-created, heavily modified—though recognizable—short-lived, primarily image-

based phenomena that tend to start in small web-forum communities (4chan, Reddit, etc.)

and quickly branch out into full-fledged, multi-faceted phenomena on more prominent 

social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, and Google Plus. The spread of memes on 

these networks provide one avenue from which to view cultural evolution on the internet.

The website KnowYourMeme tracks memes from their origins through their various 

iterations, ultimately mapping the speed and direction of their cultural spread. The Joseph

Ducreux / Archaic Rap meme is particularly postmodern. Using a self portrait of an eigh-

teenth century French artist as a backdrop for text, it imagines present day rap lyrics in an

older style of language. A web search will turn up thousands of results using the same im-

age but different text.
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The above iteration of the meme has the text “REMOVE THYSELF FROM MINE 

PATH WENCH \ STEP ASIDE. STEP \ ASIDE.” This phrase is remixed from rapper Lu-

dacris’s popular single “Move Bitch,” with the lyrics “Move bitch \ get out the way \ Get 

out the way bitch, get out the way.” The juxtaposition is striking, funny, and ignores the 

separation of styles, time periods, and other typically unifying items to which most art ad-

heres. 

While the above juxtaposes an old image within an imagined past where pop-culture 

lyrics of the present were phrased archaically, clearly meaningful iterations of memes are 

also worth exploring. Visual artist Shepard Fairey's iconic Hope poster heralding Barack 

Obama's candidacy for president in 2008 is an example of a meme whose purpose and 

currently iterated course reveal how memes themselves are the evolving genes of culture. 

Peter Schjeldahl of The New Yorker said “Shepard Fairey created the most efficacious 

American political illustration since 'Uncle Sam Wants You': the Obama 'Hope' poster. In 

innumerable variants, the craning, intent, elegant mien of the candidate engulfed the 

planet” (Schjeldahl).
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Fairey's work, however, drew from an Associated Press photo and the AP took legal 

action to enforce its intellectual property (IP). By this time control of the resulting art-

work—via copyright—was out of the question as Fairey's iteration had become culturally

ubiquitous. Who deserves ownership of the Hope poster? The AP photograph was noth-

ing particularly special—just another run-of-the-mill photograph of a touring political 

candidate—but wasn't it transformed (i.e. remixed) into something special by Fairey? Or 

was it the culture itself that did the transforming?

Putting copyright, fair use, and other intellectual property issues aside, the image's 

omnipresence throughout the culture inspired yet another culturally significant iteration 

of the artwork following whistleblower Edward Snowden's leaks to the Guardian about 

domestic NSA spying. At demonstrations on the July 4, 2013 in the U.S. – as well as at 
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protests across the world – the following image directly remixing and referencing 

Fairey's 2008 Hope poster clearly signified a character arc for Obama from cultural hero 

to mustache-twirling bad guy (or, as Aristotle would have it, the President experienced a 

change from fortune to misfortune). The new—unknown to me—artist(s) even remixed 

one of President Obama's campaign slogans from “Yes we can” to “Yes we scan.”

The somewhat innumerable iterations of memes makes it nearly impossible to trace 

their many origins, often multiple meanings, unclear non-linear progression of iterations, 

or any sort of meaningful identification of author(s) or authorship. Memes are incredibly 

complex. The variations are staggering, quick moving, and full of unexpected mutations, 

and these qualities hightlight Baurdrillard's fear of remakes erasing and replacing the 

past. Julian Assange—a part of the 21st century journalist group Wikileaks—had this to 

say about those in power using technologies to their benefit:
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History is not only modified, it has ceased to have ever existed. It is Orwell’s dic-

tum, “He who controls the present controls the past and he who controls the past controls 

the future.” It is the undetectable erasure of history in the West, and that’s just post-publi-

cation censorship. (Cypherpunks 121)

The scale of memes—from innocuous hilarity involving cats to meaningful changes 

in cultural opinion and approval of presidents and governmental programs —is impres-

sive. Memes do not occupy this artistic space alone. There are also remixes, the mash-ups

between many ideas splashing together to create something new, like "Pride and Preju-

dice and Zombies," (the first “monster mashup” that added a subplot of Zombie attacks to

the Public Domain work by Jane Austen); DJ Danger Mouse's "The Grey Album," (a 

mashup between The Beatles’ “White Album” and rapper Jay-Z’s “The Black Album); 

the Mario/Portal flash game, (a playable video game giving Mario a new ability from the 

more current Portal game by Valve to use in the tried and true 8-bit Nintendo game from 

the 1980s); YouTube musician Kutiman, (an Israeli musician who mashes up found 

sounds/videos on YouTube to create original music); and the artist Girl Talk (who mashes

up the history of recorded music into hour-long, non-stop aural recreations under the flag 

of fair use). This list isn't even close to representative. Playwrights also insatiably refer-

ence and take form their culture in order to reclaim history. Suzan-Lori Parks and Charles

Mee are just two examples I have briefly explored in this dissertation.
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Postmodernism is the movement of our times and many of its tenets have been fur-

ther enabled or clearly promoted by the web. There is an undeniably strong link between 

postmodernism and connective technologies like the internet that allow us to quickly as-

semble, remix, share, and combine various historical, cultural, original and stolen ideas 

and elements (old, borrowed, and blue) into something truly new.

 Postmodern Prohibition

Jameson's imaginary museum of global culture is no longer imaginary—it is the in-

ternet. In his Innovation Under Austerity speech at the 2012 Freedom to Connect confer-

ence, Columbia legal history professor Eben Moglen stated the following:

The Information Society Directorate of the European Commission issued a report 
18 months ago, in which they said that they could scan 1/6th of all the books in 
European libraries for the cost of 100 km of roadway. That meant, and it is still 
true, that for the cost of 600 km of road, in an economy that builds thousands of 
kilometers of roadway every year, every book in all European libraries could be 
available to the entire human race, it should be done. (Moglen)

All of us actually have the capability to provide universal access to human knowl-

edge for the cost of 600 km of road.13 Of course, not everyone agrees that this would be 

positive. Identical copies are dangerous. After Moglen made the above statement, some-

one in the audience shouted the word “copyright.” Copyright has come to broadly cover 

far more than ever previously intended and is one reason why postmodernism—even in 

the digital era—seems so slow to catch on mainstream: it may be illegal.

13 This begs the obvious question of which type of “highway” is more valuable (again demonstrating the 
generational gap): a highway transporting physical things or digital ideas.
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William Patry, Senior Copyright Counsel at Google, recognizes the necessity of a 

copyright law while, by his own admission, noting that copyright has been unmoored 

from its original purpose at least since the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) of 

1998. Copyright now lasts longer than ever before, applies to everyday life like never be-

fore, and often actively works against promoting creativity by legally stifling new and in-

novative works in new forms. There is also a growing sentiment from the general popula-

tion that copyright law is overly broad and unjust. After a decade of being sued, silenced, 

and otherwise DRM'ed into believing that they are “pirates” for making mix tapes for 

their friends or backups of DVDs to their hard drive, the general public has grown more 

than skeptical of the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) and the Motion 

Picture Association of America (MPAA) as they push for ever-stronger laws. As copy-

centric technologies like the internet continue to grow, more and more people are experi-

encing and creating content that draws on pre-existing work. As this practice becomes in-

creasingly normal, copyright laws seemingly grow evermore restrictive.

The quick and easy access to artworks and other information is enabling postmod-

ernism gain cultural prominence. Limiting the overaggressive IP laws would allow us to 

move—collectively as a culture—onto the next artistic movement. Stagnating that 

progress through law by handicapping our students and citizens from utilizing 21st cen-

tury tools has a damaging effect. This cultural stagnation holds us within postmodernism, 

but doesn't allow us to fully express ourselves through its tenets. It creates a cultural pur-
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gatory. This state of cultural stagnation—at least in terms of artistic movements—pro-

vides the groundwork for the problem this dissertation explores and attempts to solve. 

The remainder of this dissertation outlines my approach.
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CHAPTER 3

 Development of New Exercises

This dissertation explores the theory of whether techniques and exercises from other 

art forms can be exapted into exercises for playwrights that produce more contemporary 

scripts. I've used music, visual art, dance, and Acting/Directing as these other art forms 

for a variety of reasons. First, they have an obvious proximity to theatrical production. 

Aristotle notes each art forms' prevalence in theatrical productions of his time. Each art 

form is clearly an element of theatre while also secondary to the primacy of plot, accord-

ing to Aristotle. Second, contemporary theatrical productions, playscripts, and authors 

frequently and heavily draw on these art forms to create their works. Charles Mee's plays 

almost always include some form of musical interlude and use a contemporary, in-your-

face, collage-style from visual art even in his re-tellings of Greek plays. Suzan-Lori Parks

admittedly draws on jazz music for some of her structures. Beckett was notably influ-

enced by music. Additionally, often lauded contemporary playwrights come from other 

art forms (e.g. Robert Wilson's background in architecture).

The reason for exploring other art forms extends beyond the fact that these recent 

artists seemingly utilize and value these other areas over Aristotelian plot. The first two 

chapters of this dissertation outlined the present historical shift due to the existence of the

internet (and specifically the linking structures of the world wide web). This technology 
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has already prompted immense shifts in culture, art, education, finance, government, 

power, and psychology. It is a shift likened to the Gutenberg printing press.

One of the major shifts that has taken place is the dominance of remixes, mashups, 

memes, and other forms of artistic production that are dominated by the youth and es-

chew concerns about unity, and combine elements without regard to art form, historical 

timelines, or production methods are increasingly dominant. These movements spur col-

lages from every era in part because nearly the whole of human history is available, copy-

able, and modifiable thanks to the web and the internet.

On the one hand, this dissertation is motivated by an acknowledgment that play-

wrights I admired seemed to be writing differently than what I was being taught in play-

writing texts. On the other hand, the cultural shift toward sharing, borderless distribution, 

all-access passes to the content of history, and copy/edit machines makes this type of art

—or at least this type of thinking about art—a priority for teachers and students in any 

field. 

The simplistic idea that using techniques from other art forms might produce more 

contemporary playscripts is the impetus for drafting the following exercises. In each area 

I attempted to utilize both long-accepted techniques or concepts from the field as well as 

more personal exercises from individual artists. At this initial stage I was not yet con-
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cerned with a quantifiable test of the theory but simply in exploring it. This proved an in-

teresting challenge later.

This chapter explores a small selection of the exercises I developed (one for each 

exapted field). The full exercises are available in APPENDIX A: #2510 EXERCISES at the 

end of this document. This chapter outlines some of the challenges and choices I made 

when translating these non-writing ideas into exercises for the playright.

 Music: Polyrhythm

Definition(s)

The Harvard Concise Dictionary of Music and Musicians defines polyrhythm as 

“[t]he simultaneous use of two or more rhythms that are not readily perceived as deriving

from one another or as simple manifestations of the same meter …” (524). Rhythm itself 

in music is concerned with organizing time. Often this occurs  somewhat simply from a 

mathematical standpoint: 4/4 time is four quarter-notes per measure while 3/4 time is 

three quarter-notes per measure. The first is your standard pop song and the second is a 

waltz. These musical organizations of time are so standardized culturally that we can ac-

curately sense them even if we are unaware of the concept of musical rhythm, have never

played an instrument, or failed to enroll in a music theory course. Rhythm is that distinc-

tive.

Polyrhythms are peculiar in contrast to more standard rhythms. Multiple, simultane-

ously occurring rhythms are often confusing to our ears. Rather than providing clarity, 

59



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

they promote cacophony and cloud our ability to predict an upcoming chorus while si-

multaneously holding our interest, as if the music is at odds with itself. 

Rationale

The impetus for including polyrhythms as a playwriting exercise came from my de-

sire to include some of the musical workings of my favorite band into this project. I have 

been a long-time fan of Radiohead. They transitioned from a run-of-the-mill rock band 

during their first two albums to a critically acclaimed group following their 1997 release 

OK Computer. They followed that release with the genre-switching, practically guitarless,

Kid A, before moving onto continued departures from expectation. 

I posted a question to a Radiohead forum and asked the fans there for the hallmarks 

of Radiohead's music. The predominant answer was polyrhythms. It turns out that one of 

my favorite tracks from OK Computer—Let Down—relies on polyrhythms for its unique 

sound. The use of polyrhythms is also a predominant element in the band's growth as they

began to garner critical acclaim and continued to change musical genres.

Exaptation

Transitioning polyrhythms to playwriting was an intriguing proposition because the 

pathway was necessarily indirect. Most playscripts do not have a musically-strict rhythm 

in place14 and as such the transition would have to be slightly more abstract. 

14 Sections of Samuel Beckett's Play are one notable exception. In that script lengthy sections are metered
out in specific times for three actors to simultaneously speak specific words on top of one another—
though in sync, not polyrhythm.
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I decided to appropriate polyrhythm in playwriting from the standpoint of structure, 

a subject that stands on contentious ground when comparing the well-made-play form to 

more contemporary organizing strategies. The polyrhythm would be applied not to strict 

rhythm of time but to strict rhythm of organization; characters would speak in polyrhth-

mic repeating order.

The resulting exercise still required prep work to determine specifically how play-

wrights might approach applying polyrhythms to their playscript. In order, playwrights 

would have to:

1. Pre-determine the number of characters are in the play.

2. Assign a numerical level representing how frequently they speak (e.g. 1—5).

3. Transform the resulting information into a repeating rhythmic structure to be fol-

lowed when composing the playscript.

I'll follow the steps above for the following example. First, let's say that my play 

contained three characters: Top, Middle, and Bottom. I assign numerical values to them 

(higher for more speaking lines) in the following way:

• Top: 4

• Middle: 3

• Bottom: 1
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The final step is to transform the information—how many characters I have and how

frequently they speak—into a mathematically accurate polyrhythmic structure before 

writing the playscript. I need to calculate the greatest common divisor (GCD)15 of all the 

numbers I selected to represent the frequency of your characters' speaking. In the above 

example the GCD is 12. The next step is to plot out—adhering to the equidistant require-

ment—each character's polyrhythmic speaking order within the 12 individual beats of the

meter. For example, the bottom row in the below graph depicts a character value of 4 

speaking 4 times in the 12-beat meter. 

This sets up a repeating polyrhythm of speaking structure within the play. An inter-

esting consequence I had not originally considered presented itself immediately: on the 

first beat every character speaks at the same time on top of one another. The second beat, 

however, finds no one speaking. This  is a problem. Polyrhythms are destroyed if the 

space between the notes don't exist. This fact poses a question for playscripts. What is the

space between character's speaking?

One way to interpret the space between the spoken words would be to write pause or

silence in the stage directions. While this would technically work, I was uncertain how to 

15 See GCD here: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greatest_common_divisor#Calculation
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meaningfully differentiate one pause from another (i.e. spatially depict two pauses fol-

lowing one another rather than just one long pause). Suzan-Lori Parks's Spells are a post-

modern example of this in action. She defines spells in her essay from Elements of Style 

as “An elongated and heightened (rest).16 Denoted by repetition of figures' names with no 

dialogue. Has sort of an architectural look. This is a place where the figures experience 

their pure true simple state” (16). In many ways this solution would be perfect. Each 

blank would be filled by another characters' name without dialogue. The downside, of 

course, is that Parks' use of spells is specific and not metered in this repetitious way. How

could I be certain that after a single collective line on the first beat each or any of the 

characters would be ready to “experience their pure true simple state?” Also, that's not 

necessarily the purpose of the space. I opted to explore something else. 

Another option that briefly occurred was to include in the polyrhythm version a 

completely silent character who communicated non-verbally during all of the columns 

without speech. Adding a character for an exercise like this would certainly be interest-

ing, but I wanted to focus on restructuring what I had already written without introducing 

a new character. The space itself was the addition. As such, I decided that each blank col-

umn would be filled with some stage action written out in the form of a stage direction. 

Any of the above ideas would likely produce an interesting script, but this last is what I 

moved forward with in my own writing during the #2510's project.

16 Parks defines a (rest) on the same page as “Take a little time, a pause, a breather; make a transition” 
(Parks Elements 16).
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Execution

I employed the polyrhythm exercise at the end of my third week of writing for the 

#2510's project. That Friday morning was I was filled with a trepidation about what I was

about to undertake because I had grown fond of that week's play, The Eater. The general 

subject of the play is that Gutenberg's printing press had been created but only ever used 

by Johannes Gutenberg himself; he didn't share even the fact that it existed with others. 

His grandson had a dream the previous night that he recounts to his grandfather over din-

ner that both of them perceive differently. The grandson believes that sharing the idea 

will bring a wealth of good to the world while Johannes himself believes that people are 

ill-natured and its use would spell doom for the human race. In many ways this emerged 

from a conversation I had over internet relay chat with Question Copyright's Karl Fogel. I

asked him if there was a question I could ask my students about copyright law that would

be provocative but not require them to be legal scholars or historians. He responded with 

the following: “Copyright law post-dates and is a result of the printing revolution. If in-

stead of the printing press, the Internet had been invented in the mid-1400s, do you think 

copyright would have been the consequence, or something else” (Fogel)? This question 

has stayed with me even though it failed to engage the majority of my ninety students that

year for longer than the class period. It ultimately produced a series of scripts about a 

slightly different question: what if Gutenberg didn't share his invention?
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At this point in the week I'd already written the initial play sans-exercise on Monday

and 3 variations using exercises on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday. I'd grown fond of

the characters, the idea, and many of the images that had emerged from those initial 

rewrites. The Eater 3.4 was—I felt—an opportunity to screw it all up. Once I'd actually 

written the first line I knew that it was going to be a very different play than the previous 

iterations:

(AMES, JOHN and UR: Full front and at the same time:)

AMES
Sharing!

JOHN
Stealing!

UR
Secrets!

(Conway Twenty-Five Tens, 190)

The very first line of the script was already taking a very different path—pre-deter-

mined by the order in which the characters would speak—and I was worried. The Eater 

3.0 began:

AMES
Grandfather?

JOHN
WHAT!?

AMES
I had a dream last night.

(Conway Twenty-Five Tens, 127)
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The Eater 3.1 began:

AMES
I had a dream last night.

JOHN
Not interested. Ur, get the music.

UR
It was broken, sir.

(Conway Twenty-Five Tens, 143)

The Eater 3.2 began:

(JOHN and AMES at a table.)

JOHN
Ur, come over here right now.

UR
You’re going to want to hear what it is he has to say.

AMES
You really will, Grandpa! Just listen to this now.

(Conway Twenty-Five Tens, 161)

The Eater 3.3 began:

(JOHN sits at a table. A nearby podium holds a single book. JOHN is 
eating gluttonously from the table in front of him. AMES sits nearby. 
Enter UR.)

UR
Sir, someone at the door asking for a book.

JOHN
Tell them “no” again! Is it that theologian? The crockpot alchemist? Or is 
it one of the local girls who took a trip and now fancies herself a reader?
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UR
The bard.

(Conway Twenty-Five Tens, 174)

Each of the other iterations of the play began with story, not always the same story 

but a series of textual interactions between characters that would quickly move us to the 

general narrative idea which drove the work itself. Polyrhythm introduced a conundrum 

from the start. It forced an immediate departure from linear story and straight into—at 

least in my iteration—theme. This difference continued with shocking regularity. I didn't 

realize before I began writing how quickly the play would cycle back to the first beat 

where everyone restated the theme at the same time; this occurred nearly once every 

page. This exercise created a constant rhythm, a pattern, and—oddly—a directionality 

that kept it moving forward and further enhanced the whimsy of the play through struc-

ture.

 Visual Art: Software Art

Definition(s)

Software art “refers to works of art where the creation of software, or concepts from 

software, play an important role …” ("Software Art"). That definition—both vague and 

broad—necessarily fits many molds. Software can be the end product and/or the impetus 

for the artistic work. Perhaps more than any other exercise, software art holds a special 

place in my heart. The definition itself reveals a specific focus on process rather than 
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product. Art that would otherwise be indistinguishable from a man-made painting, piece 

of writing, or choreographed dance can emerge from software and is, thus, software art. 

Rationale

Personally, this experience reminds me of when I was fortunate enough to workshop

with the Merce Cunningham Dance Company when they toured to St. John's University / 

College of St. Benedict with Split Sides. Apart from the experience of meeting Mr. Cun-

ningham, his dancers and technicians, and seeing the performance, I was fortunate 

enough to be given a peek at the LifeForms software Merce used to choreograph dances 

while predominantly wheelchair-bound.17

The software advanced over time, but then it depicted wireframe models of dancers' 

bodies with realistic human limitations (no backwards-bending elbows or knees) that you 

could fully articulate using the mouse down to individual joints. In many ways it was like

a linear-editing program one could use to set physical position in space and time to later 

play back the visual like a movie.

Additionally, randomness and unpredictability were built in as a feature. The com-

puter could decide the particular dance and the software could iterate choreography. 

Merce had long been a proponent of randomness—chance—and this was one more op-

portunity to employ that element with even less oversight than usual. In that sense, then, 

17 Merce exercised his body in the wheelchair during the entirety of the performance backstage in order to
be able to walk and take a bow at the end relatively unassisted. 
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Merce had been creating software art since 1991. I consider that definitional fact a testa-

ment to his importance as a turn-of-the-millennium artist; he embraced the future.

Yet even beyond Merce's use of software to create something as organic as choreog-

raphy, the idea of software art is important to this dissertation due to my belief about the 

power that software—particularly connective software—has on the art that we create. 

The first chapters of this dissertation describe a situation and a space where the rules of 

art are changing dramatically. The perceived knowledge of the twentieth-century is less 

applicable because of the technology and tools that surround young people—future artists

—everywhere.

Software art, then, something where “concepts from software play an important role 

… ” is evident in practically all meaningful contemporary work. In fact, the absence of 

any nod to technology—intentional or not—from a contemporary artist is rapdily ap-

proaching the realm of impossible. This is not because today's artists cannot refrain from 

included computers or the internet as subject matter in their artworks, but because the 

concepts from software inevitably play as important a role in their understanding of 

themselves and the world around them as the invention of the printing press, the enlight-

enment, the atom bomb, and the moonwalk had on the cultures that surrounded artists in 

those times.
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Exaptation

Translating software art into a playwriting exercise is both simple and difficult. 

Since Merce had been doing it for choreography since 1991 I figured that it was ex-

tremely simple to include software at some point in the creative process or product and 

conclude that the work itself is software art (e.g. does typing the script on a computer 

count?). On the other hand, fully and meaningfully integrating software into the process 

of writing a play seemed to only be meaningfully fulfilled if software was written for a 

specific purpose that automatically did something to revise or write the finished script. I 

chose the latter.

The first problem to contend with is that I have no specific background in software. 

Aside from the expansive programming language of Microsoft's Excel—which can ac-

complish a surprising number of complex tasks—I am a inexperienced in terms of actu-

ally writing programs. The closest playwriting-centric piece of software art I ever created 

was motivated by a quote from Sam Smiley's book Playwriting:

If a writer were to pull twenty thousand words out of a hat, one at a time, 
then put a period after every tenth one and arrange these “sentences” in 
groups of five under various characters' names, the result would probably 
be a play without unity. (77)

Accepting the challenge, I took a public domain version of Oscar Wilde's The Im-

portance of Being Earnest and used Microsoft's Excel18 to follow exactly the program-

18 Specifically, I employed the VLOOKUP() and RANDBETWEEN() commands to achieve this after 
writing a series of regular expressions to parse the entire text into individual words on single lines.
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matic steps that Smiley outlined in his book. The result—as he predicted—would not 

qualify as Aristotelian unity. The experience of being able to refresh a spreadsheet and 

have it automatically reference some twenty-thousand words and immediately arrange 

them in five lines of ten words under a random character name and output playscript for-

mat was inspiring. In a very simplistic way I could “write” a new script—repeatedly—at 

the touch of a single button.

I was certain I could triumph over the non-programmer problem with effort and 

time, but the first task was to figure out what I wanted the program to actually accom-

plish. Adrian Ward's Auto-illustrator was an influence in terms of software and visual art.

I've long been interested in graphic design and Free/Libre/Open Source Software (i.e. I 

don't use proprietary products like Microsoft Office anymore), and Adrian's project high-

lighted the now-proven suspicions we should have concerning the software we increas-

ingly rely on in our daily lives:

Auto-illustrator is a fully functioning vector graphics application that on 
the surface (GUI) appears to be no different from the proprietary or 
FLOSS alternatives such as Illustrator or Inkscape (respectively). 
However the difference appears when the software, during use, transfers a 
great deal of control and creative decision making from the user to the 
software algorithms. The software is partially generative and overtly semi-
autonomous.

It questions the control that we have when working with these types of 
proprietary ‘creative suites’, in which we have no access to study or 
modify the algorithms which define the ‘paint brush’ or the ‘pen’ tool. 
When we draw with these tools we are working within the parameters 
defined by the authors of the algorithms and also within the lineage of an 

71



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

inadequate canvas and paintbrush metaphor. Auto-illustrator both brings 
these facts to the surface and offers an alternative to software as a tool but 
instead as a collaborative creative experience that involves both the user 
and software with agency. (Gareth)

Auto-illustrator is a complex piece of software art taking live user-input and slowly 

shifting control from user to computer while creating visual art. That bar was too high for

a non-programmer like me, but the idea of relinquishing control to a computer appealed 

to my sensibilities and I began to explore how that might happen in a simple program 

written in the python programming language.

Drawing from my previous experience with a complete loss of unity when randomly

mixing individual words I decided that I would keep entire lines of dialogue intact while 

randomly assigning them to individual characters. I also decided to distinguish between 

stage directions and dialogue—something I failed to do with The Importance of Being 

Earnest—and I also included the ability to randomize props but ended up not using it in 

the final playscript. This allowed for a number of user-defined variables to co-exist 

within the random reordering of lines.

I worked diligently to create what amounts to a very simple command-line-executed 

program that somewhat intelligently—albeit randomly—shuffles around the lines in a 

text file and references other text files for variables (i.e. character names and props). The 

main difficulty I faced was enabling the program to replace any instance of a character 
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name with a random name (rather than a single random character name per line). As an 

example, this is what I was trying to avoid:

TRANSOM
Transom! My Mom said we could play for—Transom? Hey, where did 
you go? Transom?

The problem could be that the line could only use the same random variable for the 

entire line (i.e. Transom). After I'd solved that problem lines could be more varied:

HOLLY
Russell! My Mom said we could play for—Transom? Hey, where did you 
go? Russell?

I was assisted by many people, forums, and guides online—as you can see in the 

special thanks category below—to truly make this program work. The active code begins 

under the heading “The Code:” below. The best way for a non-technical user to follow 

along is to read the comments that begin with a hashtag (i.e. #). The general progression 

of commands is as follows:

1. Find and return the total number of lines in:

◦ the original script file

◦ the character names file

◦ the prop names file
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2. Read the original script line-by-line and whenever you encounter a variable (e.g. 

#name#):

◦ randomly select a number between 1 and the total number of lines in the 

file (e.g. between 1 and 4)

◦ replace the variable with the text from that randomly selected line (e.g. 

line 4 = “HOLLY”)

◦ Write all of this to a new file (e.g. file2.txt)

3. Finally, randomly select lines from the new file (e.g. file2.txt) to write to another 
file (e.g. finalfile.txt) on a line-by-line basis by:

◦ randomly select a number between 1 and the total number of lines in the 

original script file (e.g. between 1 and 400)

◦ copy the line that was randomly generated (e.g. line 367)

◦ write the copied line (e.g. line 367) to a new file (e.g finalfile.txt)

◦ repeat this process (i.e. adding lines to a new file) until you have added 

the same number of lines as were in the original script (e.g. 400). 

2510sSoftwareArtScript.py
#####################################
# 2510's SOFTWARE ART SCRIPT:
#####################################
#
# (c) 2012 Kyle Reynolds Conway
# http://twentyfivetens.wordpress.com
# http://kylerconway.wordpress.com
#
#####################################
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# LICENSE:
#####################################
#
#    This program is free software: you can redistribute it and/or modify
#    it under the terms of the GNU General Public License as published by
#    the Free Software Foundation, either version 3 of the License, or
#    (at your option) any later version.
#
#    This program is distributed in the hope that it will be useful,
#    but WITHOUT ANY WARRANTY; without even the implied warranty of
#    MERCHANTABILITY or FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE.  See the
#    GNU General Public License for more details.
#
#    You should have received a copy of the GNU General Public License
#    along with this program.  If not, see <http://www.gnu.org/licenses/>.
#
##################################### 
# SPECIAL THANKS:
##################################### 
#
# I'm *very* new to writing code and would have been unable to get this far without the 
help of various online communities, guides, and several helpful and willing friends on 
the python IRC channel. Specifically:
# * KirkMcDonald
# * buhman
# * http://docs.python.org/tutorial/
# * http://wiki.python.org/moin/BeginnersGuide/NonProgrammers
# * http://www.sthurlow.com/python/
# * And numerous posts on innumerable forums and blogs across the web.
# 
##################################### 
# TROUBLESHOOTING or OTHER ISSUES
##################################### 
#
# I really won't be of much help if something goes wrong with this script.
# I make no guarantees that it will work for you as intended.
# It might even break your computer (I hope not, but who knows). 
# Use at your own risk.
#     But modify to your hearts content.
#     Improve for others lovingly
#
#####################################
# WHAT THIS SCRIPT IS SUPPOSED TO DO:
##################################### 
#
# It allows a user to take a script written for the LaTeX Sides class (sides.cls)—
http://tug.ctan.org/texarchive/macros/latex/contrib/sides—and (with a little effort to 
add in some clear variables), have the order and selection of the lines randomized, as 
well as have the character names and props swapped randomly within those lines to produce
a new structure for the old play (in the sides class LaTeX format). 
#
##################################### 
# THE FILES YOU NEED:
#####################################
#
# 1) text.txt = A completed draft of your play in *.txt file using the Sides.cls 
formatting.
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# 2) props.txt = One prop per line to be input into the new draft wherever the following 
variable appears in text.txt: #prop#
# 3) characternames.txt = One character name per line to be input into the new draft 
wherever the following variable appears in text.txt: #name#
#
#####################################
# THE CODE:
#####################################

from random import randint #Allows you to generate random numbers.
import linecache #Allows you to pull lines from a file.
import re #Allows use of regular expression functions.

#This should return the total number of lines in a given file

char_lines = len(open("characternames.txt").readlines())
prop_lines = len(open("props.txt").readlines())
find_line = len(open("text.txt").readlines())

#Create a function to generate a random number between 1 and EOF; then pull said random 
line from file

# CHARACTER NAMES from characternames.txt
def char_name(n):
    randline = randint(1,char_lines) # Generate a random number between (x,y)
    rand_name = linecache.getline('characternames.txt', randline).strip() #Pull a line 
from a file—in this case a random line.
    return rand_name

# PROPS from props.txt
def prop_name(n):
    randline = randint(1,prop_lines)
    rand_prop = linecache.getline('props.txt', randline).strip()
    return rand_prop

#Open a file (and a second file); replace words in file w/ random line from above; write 
over second file

def rand_insert():
    f = open("text.txt")
    o = open("text2.txt","w") #Using "a" will append the file... using "w" will write 
anew.
    while 1:
        line_pull = f.readline()
        if not line_pull: break
        line_pull = re.sub("#name#", char_name, line_pull) #Replace Character Names
        line_pull = re.sub("#prop#", prop_name, line_pull) #Replace Prop Items
        o.write(line_pull)
    o.close()
    return

#Randomize lines—allow duplicates—output to new file

#count = 0
o2 = open("text3.txt", "w")

for i in range(find_line):
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#while count < find_line:
    rand_insert()
    select_rand = randint(1,find_line)
    pull_rand = linecache.getline("text2.txt", select_rand)
#    count = count + 1
    o2.write(pull_rand)
    linecache.clearcache()
o2.close()

Execution

The execution of this piece of software art was simple. I simply ran the following 

command in my computer's terminal and hit the “enter” key: ./2510sSoftwareArtScript.py

The script was automatically transformed into an entirely new script each time it 

was run. It drew entirely from the first iteration of the script—5.0—I'd written early that 

week. While programmatically this was successful, the resulting script was less impres-

sive. I will explore and explain this more fully in the final chapter of this dissertation.

While contextually interesting in relationship to the other plays in the series, the in-

dividual playscript cannot meaningfully stand alone as it is so disjointed as to be confus-

ing. When read at the end of a series of explorations about bullying and children it be-

comes far more interesting as lines and actions originally associated only with the bully 

are now equally spread between each of the characters.

If nothing else, the success of this exercise is seeing your play in a very different 

light from what you intended and losing complete control over the outcome while having 

infinite control over the number of iterations you choose to experiment with by running 

one simple command:
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./2510sSoftwareArtScript.py

 Dance: Dance With(out)...

Rationale

In her book The Creative Habit, dancer/choreographer Twyla Tharp reveals a tech-

nique she employs for continued creativity called “Take Away a Skill.” She was injured 

and unable to demonstrate physically the choreography she wanted the dancers to repli-

cate. Instead of being able to use her strength—dancing—for her choreography, she was 

forced to explain verbally; she danced without dancing.

In a similar vein, Texas Tech's dance professor Genevieve Durham DeCesaro often 

asks her dancers to eschew the majority of their bodies and dance with a single finger, or 

their right arm, or their left knee. In many ways this in the inverse of Twyla Tharp's call 

to dance without dancing; these dancers are dancing with a very specific part of their 

body. The results, in either case, are something unexpected as the playwright's focus is 

away from the norm and quite likely their natural strength.

Exaptation

Dancing without dancing is one thing. Several forms of dance notation can be em-

ployed—including software programs—and while the disconnection from the body 

would be real and visceral for a dancer the ability to devolve into spoken word, written 

symbol, or computer-generated wire frames at least provides a clear pathway to being 

able to dance or choreograph in a meaningful way. Dancing with only your arms or a fin-
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ger would still likely produce a work we'd recognize as dance. While the rest of the body 

may be immobile, the individual choreography—however limited—would still register as

being from the world of movement.

How do writers write without a pen, a keyboard, or their fingers? Several odd ideas 

occurred to me: write lines in sand with a stick to be washed away by the ocean; tell ac-

tors what to say in real time by being on the stage during performances; print blank paper.

None of these was suitable for a variety of obvious reasons.

At the end of the day I interpreted the use or non-use of Dance With(out)... to be as-

sociated with particular strengths of a playwright. I first asked the playwright to write 

their strength on a card and then asked the playwright to choose one of the following ac-

tions:

1. Choose one specific skill (not the one you wrote on the card). Best to pick 
something you feel is not a skill you possess or

2. Choose a number of skills (none can be what you wrote on the card). 
These could be areas you where feel adept, but not as adept as the skill on 
the card.

These options ensured both ends of the spectrum were possible. From eschewing a 

strength entirely to exploring other abilities with the option of isolating a single skill for 

further formation and development, this exercise asked the playwright to write with or 

without a specific, self-identified, skill.
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Execution

I'm not confident this exercise was particularly successful in achieving the aim of 

contemporariness, but it was interesting to explore an area I often overlook. The skill I 

penned on the card was long monologues. I chose to focus on one particular non-skill that

was the opposite of long monologues: short dialogue. The patter of the play is remarkably

different from the others in that week's series. It was in many ways easier to write in a 

single day as I focused more on flow rather than substance, but whether this particular it-

eration achieved its aim is up for further discussion. My own analysis of the professional 

feedback in chapter 5 suggests that, aside from veiled references to popular culture that 

emanated from pithyness, this play failed to be successful from the standpoint of contem-

poraneity. It did, however, work as an exploratory playwriting exercise to great effect.

 Acting/Directing: Status

Definition(s)

In Keith Johnstone's important book, Impro, he outlines an acting, directing,  teach-

ing, and life strategy termed status:

Suddenly we understood that every inflection and movement implies a 
status, and that no action is due to change, or really 'motiveless'. It was 
hysterically funny, but at the same time very alarming. All our secret 
manoeuvrings were exposed. If someone asked a question we didn't bother
to answer it, we concentrated on why it had been asked. No one could 
make an 'innocuous' remark without everyone instantly grasping what lay 
behind it. Normally we are 'forbidden' to see status transactions except 
when there's a conflict. In reality status transactions continue all the time. 
(33).
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Status is the pecking order—the hierarchy—into which all things fall in relation to 

one another. An easy way to think of it is on a scale in numerical terms (i.e. 1=low status; 

10=high status). Examples are plentiful. The status that people play isn't necessarily true. 

The high school jock in the hallway may be high status, but in relation to the coach he is 

lower. Status is fluid, not static, so much so fluid that it changes within single sentences 

and certainly within exchanged dialogue. Status is at once simple to understand and com-

plex in its many iterations.

Rationale

The idea of status is magical when it is first demonstrated to exist. As Johnstone 

wrote in his book, “All our secret manoeuverings were exposed” (33). Everyone has an 

angle and a motive at all times. Nothing is motiveless. Each time someone speaks there is

something they are trying to change, meaning that playwrights have the consistent oppor-

tunity to inject change into their scripts with each keystroke.

The status relationships are also extremely important in that they relate not only to 

people but to environments and objects as well. An example might be a MacGuffin as 

film director Alfred Hitchcock explains, “[We] have a name in the studio, and we call it 

the 'MacGuffin'. It is the mechanical element that usually crops up in any story. In crook 

stories it is almost always the necklace and in spy stories it is most always the papers” 

(“MacGuffin”). The MacGuffin is an unexplained object of desire that has the plot func-

tion of motivating characters. The key to this object, however, lies strongly in how the 
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characters relate to the object. That relationship can be described in terms of status be-

tween the characters in the story and the MacGuffin. Status can also relate to a space. A 

principal might have high status in his or her office but low status on the football field.

Each of these relationships between people, objects, and spaces is constantly in a 

difficult balancing game ever-oscillating as different elements continually change what 

happens in real time. Johnstone takes great effort to simply explain what is at stake when 

he describes these movements as a see-saw. In a binary relationship between two people, 

there are cause-and-effect relationships depending on the motive. If you wish to lower 

yourself you can directly lower yourself (e.g. “I'm dumb”) or raise the other (e.g. “You're 

brilliant”). The inverse is also true. If you wish to raise yourself, you can do it directly 

(e.g. “I'm brilliant”) or lower the other (e.g. “You're dumb”). In any case Johnstone found

that interesting moments in performance were due largely to statuses at play in conflict. It

seems imperative for playwrights to grasp with that type of motivation and interest in dia-

logue. One of the key components of many contemporary plays is characters with strong 

motivations (even if those motivations are often unclear to the audience).

Exaptation

The concept of status as a playwriting tool was already demonstrated in Johnstone's 

book as he admits to thinking about status when writing and uses dialogue from plays to 

demonstrate the concept on a line-by-line basis. In fact I hardly needed to translate status 

into an exercise as Johnstone's book lists many of the behaviors, speech patterns, and 
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other actions that outline one's high or low status motivation. Since all of the exercises 

were written under the premise that a playwright could use them to rewrite a quick draft, 

I decided to apply statuses to characters in the original script and flip them entirely, move

them further apart, or bring them closer together for the rewrite. This forces playwrights 

to become explicitly aware of the characters' individual and relational statuses, motivates 

them to alter these statuses, and subsequently review the result.

Execution

The status exercise felt as if the characters really were in control of their behaviors 

even when they were acting completely erratically. I ended up with two very high-status 

players—one of whom played low and one who actually was—and a great deal of physi-

cal violence from the beginning. From the writing perspective, having Johnstone's list of 

behaviors and associated statuses allowed for a clean application of a desired status onto 

a character. The exercise engaged me to work out the power-balance between the charac-

ters and consider how that balance would be different if their statuses clarified and/or 

changed.
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CHAPTER 4

 The Test Studies

This chapter will explain the two primary methods I used to explore the efficacy of 

the twenty playwriting exercises I developed from other art forms for this dissertation. 

Each exercise has been exapted from other disciplines to explore whether these non-Aris-

totelian methods could successfully introduce contemporary tenets into a playwright's 

work and increase flow state for the playwright. 

The upcoming and increasingly current generation of artists are molded by the tech-

nical capabilities that have surrounded them for most of their lives. These new technical 

tools have created a culture of artistic production founded on many of the tenets of post-

modernism without ever necessarily using that term. New exercises are imperative since 

the field generally lacks textbooks and training guides focused on contemporary forms. 

This new generation of functional—but unwitting—postmodernists are primed for 

creating a new type of art blending the various artistic methods and forms in ways previ-

ously all-but-requiring relatively high-level formal or informal art education or exposure. 

Their access to the entirety of human culture is literally a click away and their ability to 

remix and mash-up the whole of culture is undeniably aided by technology.

The twenty playwriting exercises exapted from other art forms were created and 

tested primarily in two methods. The first was within the context of college playwriting 
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courses at Texas Tech University and the second was within my own independent writing 

as a foundational part of my #2510's Project. 

The medium of exploration for these exercises was predominantly the 10-minute 

play. A limited set of exercises were used in the spring and fall semester of 2010 at Texas 

Tech University in playwriting courses for graduate and undergraduate students. The full 

set of exercises were employed over the summer of 2011 for the #2510s Project which in-

volved the rapid creation of twenty-five ten-minute plays in the course of 5 weeks. 

Feedback concerning the exercises was elicited from a variety of sources for the pur-

pose of analysis in the final chapter of this dissertation. It is important to note that I will 

be commenting on my own intentions concerning the #2510's Project for which I was the 

test subject in question. As such, my comments regarding #2510's will necessarily be col-

ored by my experience. As process is an important facet of postmodernism, the present 

chapter focuses on outlining where, when, why, by whom, and how the newly created ex-

ercises were used in the course of these two test studies. 

 Playwriting Class

First I will explain the situation of working with Dr. Norman Bert, chair of Playwrit-

ing, at Texas Tech University. Dr. Bert was kind enough to allow my exercises to be a 

dominant part of his playwriting course, even when the inclusion required altering some 

of the content he had previously used.
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Original Class

The content for Dr. Bert's entry-level playwriting course for undergraduates and 

graduate students focuses on producing a work following, using, and ultimately being 

evaluated by Aristotelian-derived principles of playwriting. The educational content and 

the end goal of the courses were related directly to Aristotelian elements such as unity, 

cause and effect, plot structure, and other hallmarks of traditional playscripts. The inclu-

sion of the exapted exercises inherently altered this balance not only because their aims 

were different, but also because they often deviated from the traditional language of Aris-

totle used to speak about playwriting.

Dr. Bert's original course for graduate and undergraduate playwrights was comprised

of a number of pedagogical methods. On the one hand, students read 10-minute plays 

from a published book and discussed the usage of traditional structure/elements within 

those plays. Students analyzed the scripts that were read from the published work to ex-

amine how certain techniques were used. These techniques could then serve as a focus—

if not a goal—for the writing assignment that week. Each of the scripts that were assigned

to be read clearly demonstrated an aptly used traditional playwriting element (e.g. rever-

sal). The purpose of this part of the course was to see how these elements were effec-

tively incorporated in a published work and for the new playwrights to learn to use these 

elements more effectively in their own writing.
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On the other hand, students wrote what Dr. Bert referred to as starts—relatively 

brief sections of dialogue that might serve as the opening of a play—from various 

prompts. The prompts might be a scenario cut from a newspaper or a piece of art in the 

museum.19 One of these starts would ultimately become a polished 10-minute play to be 

turned in as the final and evaluated by how well it aligned or adhered to traditional struc-

tural tenets.

Syllabus Modifications

I was fortunate to take Dr. Bert's playwriting class as a student at Texas Tech Univer-

sity and he graciously allowed me return as a guest researcher to evaluate the efficacy of 

a subset of my exercises within the context of his course.

One of the areas altered from the original course was the reading material from the 

published book. To allow more time for students to rewrite each of their starts using one 

of the new exercises I had exapted from other art forms, we decided to remove the read-

ing requirement. Focusing firmly on writing, the course became less about ongoing anal-

ysis of works created outside of that semester's coursework and moved toward an evalua-

tion of peers' scripts. The course had a required prerequisite for both undergraduate and 

graduate students focused on script analysis. This meant that, theoretically, the students in

the course had already gone through the process of analyzing plays scripts, structures, 

and other Aristotelian elements in an earlier semester. While additional time analyzing 

19 This is a fantastic example of exploring other mediums as the impetus for a traditional dramatic work.
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these elements of playwriting is certainly beneficial, removing this element from the 

course doubled the amount of time spent writing scripts and reading/analyzing playscripts

written by peers in the course. It also had the side-effect of requiring a rewrite of each of 

the scripts.

In the new version of the course, each student would still initially write a start but 

would then rewrite their start using one of the new exercises. The inclusion of rewrites 

for each start provided more writing opportunity as well as the ability to see how the ex-

ercises would make changes in individual students' scripts from one week to the next. 

Classroom

During the spring semester I was still living in Texas and was provided about 5 min-

utes of class time to hand out the exercise, explain the motivation behind its creation, and 

answer questions from students before they left to begin working on their rewrite. I was 

fortunate to be on campus for the spring semester playwriting course as I attended class 

each day as a guest researcher and was able to interact with the students by providing 

feedback about both their original scripts and their rewrites on an ongoing basis.

Feedback

At the end of the semester the students were asked to complete a survey concerning 

each of the exapted exercises they had used throughout the semester and evaluate them 

on a likert scale. Each exercise asked the students to respond to the following statements 

on a scale from 1 to 5 (1 = Strongly Disagree; 5 = Strongly Agree): 
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• It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite.

• Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing.

• I would use this exercise again.

• I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite.

• I learned more about my characters by using this rewrite.

• My rewrite was successful.

Students were also asked two overall questions: 

• Which exercise was most helpful to you?

• Which exercise was least helpful to you?

In addition, students were asked why certain exercises were not used (if the student 

failed to complete a rewrite). Having the opportunity to read the students' work pre-exer-

cise and post-exercise would provide valuable insight into how these exapted ideas trans-

lated to the page. 

As is evident from the questions, the feedback survey was primarily directed to-

wards discovering the writer's perception of the exercises in terms of Csikszentmihalyi's 

concept of flow, generation of internal motivation, perceived usefulness, expansion of un-

derstanding in traditional playwriting terms, and sensed success or benefit of the rewrite.
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 #2510s

The #2510's Project was to be both a natural extension of the playwriting course and

an assimilation of the best practices for new art on the web. As an extension of the 

coursework at Texas Tech, the project was focused on 10-minute plays, directed towards 

artistic production in a short span of time, valued rewriting over perfect drafts, and used 

the full set of new exercises created for the purpose of this dissertation.

There are also some best practices for art on the web as the first two chapters of this 

dissertation outlined. As a result, this project was also crafted to appeal to as many of 

those best practices as possible within the constraints of the medium. I have outlined 

some of those elements (speed, failure, sharing, visuals, and feedback) below. 

Elements of the Project

Speed

The #2510's Project had a simple goal: write twenty-five ten-minute plays over the 

course of 5 weeks by writing one play each weekday. The Acting/Directing concept of the

speed thru and my previous participation in twenty-four hour play festivals combined to 

contribute most clearly to the idea of writing twenty-five ten-minute plays in the short pe-

riod of five weeks. Each of these inspirational frameworks openly embraces error and 

failure by creating a hard time line that is all but insufficient for the intended task. Speed 

thru's are practically guaranteed to contain foibles, flubs, and memory lapses while writ-
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ing, directing, and performing a new work in less than twenty-four hours invites and even

celebrates errors publicly—good and bad.

Failure

Because embracing failure has always appealed to me personally as a motivating el-

ement I wanted to capture that spirit within the process of testing the exercises I'd created.

Steven Johnson noted that good ideas grow out of error. In fact, Csikszentmihalyi's study 

of successful creative people revealed a considerable reliance on the ability to fail in or-

der to ultimately succeed in doing something meaningfully different. Without failure, 

these culturally identifiable moments of growth (e.g. postmodernism) would be less pos-

sible.

Sharing

Sharing was another tenet of postmodernism and technology that I wanted to em-

brace during the #2510's Project so it would be imperative to set up a website to release 

the content widely. Additionally, the read/write nature of the web would allow me to so-

licit feedback from anyone who visited the website. I compiled a questionnaire for feed-

back in addition to other digital forms of communication (e.g. e-mail).

With these elements and inciting ideas in place I set out quickly to parse through my

exercises at great speed—in public—with permissive licensing, to hopefully generate 

feedback to interpret the success of the exercises.
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Visuals

One of my major fears in producing so much text was that it would be overlooked in

the context of the web for more visually appealing content. The web is visual. Even the 

examples of memes that I chose to highlight in this dissertation (e.g. Obama Hope poster)

are visual in nature. With that in mind, I enlisted the help of an illustrator, Erich Thielen-

haus, to lend a visual appeal to the plays shared on the website. Below is a sample of his 

wonderful artwork for created for Week 5 of the #2510's Project.

Feedback

There were several anticipated types of feedback for the #2510's project. The first 

was my own personal feedback about using the exercises I had created to write plays. In 

addition to somewhat extensive journaling during the writing process itself (e.g. how did 

I interpret the exercise when writing the play?), I also planned to complete the same sur-

vey that the students at Texas Tech had used during the spring semester to self-evaluate 

their experience of using the exercises. I would evaluate each exercise by responding to 
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the same statements on the same scale. My journal entries along with this more numerical

feedback, were intended to provide the self-evaluation portion of feedback regarding the 

#2510's project. 

It would also be important to evaluate the resulting playscripts. I felt that self-evalu-

ating the resulting work would be disingenuous, so I enlisted the services of two primary 

types of respondents: playwright/professors and the public. On the playwright/professor 

side of the equation Gary Garrison, Michael Wright, and Gordon Pengilly were kind 

enough each to read one week of the #2510's output and provide numerical feedback di-

rected not at the process but at the product. Specifically, each of these reviewers re-

sponded to a series of questions directed at identifying whether each exercise had an ap-

preciable effect on the contemporariness of the resulting work. The questions were again 

on a likert scale, but this time the scale represented a continuum between well-made-play 

tenets and those of absurdism and postmodernism. Their responses would not only be on 

the work that resulted from the exapted exercise, but also on the original play written that

Monday. This provided a sort of baseline from which I hoped to see the effect of the exer-

cises directly.

The questions were rated on a scale between the following set of tenets:

• Cleverly Constructed Story vs. Little Story or Plot
• Structure: Fully Explained Theme Neatly Exposed and Finally Solved vs.  

Structure: No Beginning or End; Not neatly exposed or Finally solved
• Held Mirror up to the Manners and Mannerisms of the Age in Finely Observed 
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Sketches vs.  Reflection of Dreams and Nightmares
• Witty Repartee and Pointed Dialogue vs.  Seemingly Irrational Speech
• Values Language vs.  Values Images
• Single meaning (of author) vs.  Collective activity (with audience)
• Readerly vs.  Writerly
• Causal vs.  Non-causal
• Whole more important than Individual parts vs.  Individual parts more important 

than whole
• Single level of story (or reality) vs.  Multiple levels of story (or reality)
• Wholly "Original" work vs.  Collage of pre-existing elements or sampling
• Non-referential or few non-explicit referential20 elements vs.  Referential elements 

(many and explicit)
• Characters are "real" vs.  Characters are 

parodies/exaggerations/puppets/figures/parts of tableaux/non-speaking.
• No Metatheatrical moments vs.  Metatheatrical Moments
• Does not utilze/blend “high” and “low” culture vs.  Does utilze/blend “high” and 

“low” culture
• Clearly defined borders (including 4th wall) vs.  Borders dissolved or eliminated 

(including 4th wall)
• Performers' Bodies and Voices unified vs.  Performers' Bodies and Voices often 

separated (video/audio/microphone vs.  etc.)—Often cacophonous
• Performances adhere to audience expectations vs.  Performances allude to (and 

often subvert) audience expectation
• Linear Form: Single or parallel lines of successive events vs. Configurative Form: 

curved patterns of activity vs.  broken episodic action vs.  asymmetrical/random 
arrangements

The entire document can be seen in the Appendix. The contemporary tenets were 
presented on a scale and respondents were asked to place an “x” to specify where they 
believed the playscript fell on a continuum between those two extremes.

20 “Referential” denotes specific cultural, social, and/or historical elements within the work, and is aimed 
at gauging how overt they are (anything from characters <Abe Lincoln>, to props <Lord of the Rings 
smoking pipes>, to speech <Lines from the Twilight Films>, and beyond).
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In keeping with the web-centric approach of this dissertation, I also worked to en-

able the general public to provide feedback for the plays in any way they saw fit in addi-

tion to asking for two specific forms of feedback. The front page of the #2510's project 

contains the following responses to the question “how do I give feedback?”

1: Questionnaire

For each play (all 25 of them) there will be a questionnaire. There are no 
right or wrong answers to the questions, just what you think. If you want 
to skip a question for any reason, feel free. If you would prefer not to 
answer a question, please leave it blank. I will not be able to identify you 
individually via this method of feedback. The data will be used in 
aggregate.

2: Comments

The comments section of this website will allow for open commentary 
about the plays, the project, etc. Any feedback appreciated. You will be 
identifiable via this method (your name,  handle, website, etc. depending). 
Keep it civil, please.

3: Other

You might choose to contact me via e-mail, dent or tweet about this 
project, write a blog post, remix one of my plays, produce it, etc. As my 
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plays will be released CC BY-SA you  should probably check that license 
out. In all other circumstances, fair use rules apply. If you put it out for 
public consumption (via a blog, social networking, or similar) I’ll likely 
quote the author with a link to the website, image, video, dent, or tweet, 
etc. If you send me an e-mail I will keep your identity confidential unless 
you would like to be acknowledged or  associated with your responses. 
None of this is scary. It’s 21st century communication in action. I’d love 
any feedback of this sort too.

I specifically hoped to engage this last group in meaningful, 21st Century dialogue 

(i.e. remixes and other writerly engagement). I did, however, openly worry about the ef-

fect that the medium in which I was writing might have on that engagement. The below is

also from the front page of the #2510's website:

[won't that be a lot of reading?]

Playwriting is not (inherently) an internet friendly medium. It will likely 
take an hour each week to read all the material. I’m hoping you’ll take the 
time to read the plays and give me some feedback in a variety of forms. 
Your participation is voluntary and you can stop at any time. You can read 
and respond to some plays but not others. I will use the results for a 
research study.

Process (intended)

I intended to work cleanly and efficiently throughout the five weeks of writing. Each

week would follow a similar procedural pattern while using different exercises and core 

scripts. Below is a description of how I planned to spend each weekday during those five 

weeks:
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Monday

Monday was intended to be a day of completely uninhibited creation. I would be 

free to write in whatever way I wished on whatever topic or story as long as a greater 

than or equal to ten-minute script was completed within the twenty-four hours available 

in that day. Each script was going to be a new, original script not previously actively con-

templated outside of those allotted twenty-four hours inspired by the absolute time line 

adhered to during a twenty-four hour play festival. Additionally, I did not want to allow 

the days or the weeks to bleed into one another. Each week's focus was to be on one idea 

(albeit iterated five times) and each individual day's focus—after Monday's—was to be 

on a singular iteration of that idea prompted by a new exercise (80% of the time).

Mondays were also the days that I would, after having completed each script, roll a 

die to determine both which of the exercises from each category would be used during 

the week and in what order they would be employed. The dice used in this process are the

varied types used for games like Dungeons & Dragons. Many types of dice were used 

during this process. For example, the 4-sided die was always used on the first day to de-

termine which category of exercise would be used the next day (e.g. Visual Art) because 

there are 4 areas from which exercises were exapted. The second roll on Tuesday would 

determine which of the exercises within that category would be used that week (e.g. Neg-

ative Space).21 Much like Merce Cunningham and other contemporary artists, I wanted to 

21 As options disappeared throughout the week (e.g. choosing between the two remaining art forms rather
than the original four) I would change tactics—flip a coin when only two options remained or use a 
ten-sided die and divide by 2—as required.
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include randomness in the selection of the exercises so as not to intellectually preference 

an exercise within a week that might more clearly fit a particular idea.

Tuesday through Friday

Tuesday was devoted to using the first exercise of the week (category and exercise 

chosen by rolling various dice) to create an iteration of Monday's script. I would rewrite 

the play from scratch using the newly created and randomly chosen exercise.

Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday would follow as Tuesday had by employing the 

randomly chosen exercises from the other fields in the order that they had been rolled by 

the die. I would continue to rewrite Monday's script using an exercise from each of the 

four fields to finish the week.

Internal Feedback

Each day I would track my personal progress by using a number of methods. First, I 

applied the same feedback criteria as the students in the Spring semester playwriting 

course at Texas Tech to review and comment on my own experiences to gauge several ar-

eas (i.e. flow, characters, etc.). Second, I would plot out my own frustrations, resolutions, 

and process while employing many of the exercises that required me to sort something 

moderately complex out on paper to employ the exercise. Lastly, I would journal my ex-

periences during and after the writing process itself each day and each week.  Each of 

these methods provided valuable insight via self-feedback for evaluating the effectiveness

of the exercises.
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Backups

At the end of the week I would print each script into a physical copy and place it 

into a file folder with other miscellaneous writings from the week (e.g. journal notes) for 

safe keeping until the end of the project in order to write this dissertation. Additionally, I 

kept copies of the digital files.

Distribution

I wanted to write and release the content publicly on the same day. Related to the 

characteristic of speed seen on the web, there is a value to releasing content frequently to 

engage an audience of readers. This distribution would happen through a website for the 

project and be promoted through social networks.

External Feedback

The decision to not post all of the scripts at once at the end of the project was made 

in advance. I hoped that this would assist in not overwhelming potential public readers of 

the website with the length of the material they were being asked not only to read but also

to respond via a questionnaire. Professor/Playwright respondents would be e-mailed a 

digital copy of their week of plays along with digital links to a feedback form after all of 

the content had been available on the website.

 Feedback Intentions

These various and varied methods of feedback and evaluation were intended to pro-

vide enough data for a baseline analysis to test the hypothesis of this dissertation. Could 
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exapted exercises from other art forms both improve the process of writing and addition-

ally increase the contemporariness of the resulting work (or at least increase the strength 

or number of contemporary tenets in the work)? The internal feedback of the writers as 

well as external feedback from readers would strengthen the analysis. The writers ana-

lyzed the process of writing and the readers evaluated the product. Chapter 5 compiles all

of the collected data and works toward answering the questions that prompted this disser-

tation.
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CHAPTER 5

 The Analysis

The inherently postmodern nature of the web has profoundly affected people, espe-

cially the young. While growing up in this connected society does not mean that tradi-

tional playscripts (e.g. drawn from Aristotle and his Poetics) is no longer useful, it does 

mean that students desire—and increasingly prefer—more contemporary structures and 

tenets. Additionally, contemporary theatre (i.e. my reductive definition for the purpose of 

this dissertation that includes postmodernism and absurdism) is increasingly common and

largely inexplicable using non-contemporary tenets.

The solution this dissertation explores comes from a recognition that contemporary 

works have a tendency to coalesce disparate art forms and appropriated sources into a fi-

nal artistic product. In outlining this argument I have entertained the idea that the creation

of contemporary plays might be aided by non-Aristotelian tenets drawn from other artis-

tic domains.

This final chapter explores the various sources of feedback I collected regarding the 

developed exercises' impact in the classroom and on the #2510s project. On the one hand,

I am parsing the data I collected to see if there is any efficacy in this approach for produc-

ing contemporary playscripts. On the other hand, I am exploring self-reported feedback 

from various playwrights—including myself—who used the exercises to see if there is 
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any improvement in the frequency or presence of what psychologist Mihaly Csikzentmi-

halyi termed flow. 

As in the previous chapter—due to the fact that I was also a test subject—please 

note that I will at times be commenting on my own experiences using the exercises and 

evaluating some of the written material. I've made every effort to remove bias—through 

self-awareness and by design of feedback mechanisms. If my evaluations are overly 

praising (or damning), know that I have made every effort to be objective. Both the exer-

cises and the resulting plays are available publicly under a permissive license, and I en-

courage you to make your own evaluations to add to (or detract from) my own.

I will first explain the method of data collection followed by a series of non-ques-

tionnaire feedback from the playwrights involved in the study. This feedback comes pre-

dominantly from my own notes and experiences while writing during the #2510s Project. 

I've focused on reviewing and analyzing the entire first week of the project to depict one 

entire set of exercises. I've additionally chosen to highlight some of the exercises that re-

sulted in the greatest success, the most difficulty, or otherwise seemed worthy of further 

exploration. I believe this will be a good balance between over-analysis and obscurity. I 

will then present and evaluate the questionnaire-based feedback from the playwrights and

specifically analyze and note my responses within those of the other students. Secondly, I

will present and evaluate the questionnaire-based data of the professional respondents. 
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Lastly, I will evaluate what has been learned from the project and the collected data, and 

close by outlining possible areas for future research.

 Method

It is important to note that no methodology—especially one evaluating art—is with-

out its flaws. The primary method employed to collect information was two question-

naires for two different groups of respondents on a Likert scale. The questionnaire for 

playwrights collected data related to the process of writing while using the exercises cre-

ated for this dissertation. The questionnaire for the professional reviewers evaluated the 

product of that writing on a continuum between traditional dramaturgical tenets and con-

temporary dramaturgical tenets.

These questionnaires were intended to explore the arguments made in this disserta-

tion. The questionnaire for playwrights allowed for self-evaluation of the process in the 

area of Cziksentmihaly's flow state and the effect on the characters and world of the play. 

There was also an additional set of questions for playwrights asking them to comment on 

the utility of each exercise and whether they perceived the resulting script to be a success.

The questionnaire for professionals, in contrast, was directed toward identification of tra-

ditional or contemporary tenets in the resulting product of the exercises from the #2510s 

project.
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 Analysis 1: Playwright Feedback

#2510's

This project was designed to explore a number of personal and professional concepts

at once. On the one hand, the project created a framework by which the theories of this 

dissertation could begin to be evaluated. On the other hand, this project allows for a 

pseudo-culmination of what I had learned about the intersection of art, connective tech-

nologies, and intellectual property law. What follows is a description of the process of ac-

tually working on the #2510s project, separating the theory from praxis to see how and 

where they intertwine.

While my intent with the #2510s Project was to work “cleanly and efficiently” over 

the five-week period, the process was more challenging in reality. Sitting down to work 

on a single play is one type of challenge, but utilizing exercises with hard deadlines and 

firm rules for 5 consecutive weeks while generating twenty-five 10-minute plays was at 

times far more demanding and inefficient22 than I care to admit. 

In some ways the methodical setup of certain exercises on scheduled days kept what 

may have otherwise been an amorphous project from derailing. These statements are not 

to suggest the project's process was a failure per se, but to acknowledge the reality of ac-

tion in contrast to the original intention. How I imagined this project progressing and how

it actually went were different; not always in conflict but worthy of exploration.

22 No matter the approach; writing is never a strictly linear process.
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It would be disingenuous to suggest that I was alert, awake, and “in-the-zone”23 for 8

straight hours each and every day of the week when I was using one of the new exercises.

That certainly did not happen. It would also be disingenuous to suggest that there was no 

change on the days when I used those exercises. I did experience increased entry into 

flow and a tendency to sustain it in general during the days when I was writing using the 

exercises developed for this dissertation.

There could be several reasons for this that are not at all connected to the exercises 

themselves. The first (and most likely if not for the exercises themselves) is the simple 

fact that the first day of each week of scripts required creating new material from a blank 

page, and the balance of the week was spent rewriting what had already been created. 

Rewriting can be easier than starting from nothing. Despite how I might wish to position 

this dissertation, the ease of rewriting is a strong contender for what was experienced by 

playwrights using these exercises.

Rewriting was not the only reason for an increase in flow. As Csikzentmihalyi points

out toward the end of his massive study of creative individuals, “Paradoxically, it is the 

abstract rules we invent to limit and focus our attention that give us the experience of un-

trammeled freedom” (Csikzentmihalyi, Creativity, 250). The strictures of the exercises 

themselves can give rise to creative freedom by focusing attention. 

23 Often representative of being in flow state.
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The argument that rules and structure can lead to unfettered creativity seems to be 

one borne from the approach this dissertation suggests is inadequate: Aristotelian struc-

tures. It is certainly true that many writers over many centuries have found Aristotle's ob-

servations profoundly helpful to their craft. However—as this dissertation has argued—it 

is imperative that Aristotle not remain the only set of guidelines by which one writes or 

evaluates plays. Not only is that approach insufficient to evaluate much contemporary 

playwriting, but it is also insufficient to understand or create it in the first place. Csikzent-

mihalyi notes two firm criteria for being creative. First, creative individuals must learn 

what others know, and second, they must reject it and search for a better way (Csikzent-

mihalyi, Creativity, 90). Domain knowledge must be absorbed and—at least temporarily

—rejected for creativity to occur (and for domains to grow). I will not make the strong 

claim that I have been creative in the endeavors I outline in this dissertation, but moving 

forward depends on a departure seen in most artistic movements throughout the ages.

General Week Overview

In this section I describe the ebb and flow in a general sense related to certain days 

of the week before moving explicitly into a sample week for a more complete review. In 

general, Mondays were more difficult than the rewriting days for a variety of reasons, 

though some rewriting days were very difficult in part due to the exercise in use.
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Monday(s)

Each Monday was a day where writing occurred without any of the exercises created

for this dissertation. There were two primary reasons for starting writing without an exer-

cise each week. First, this structure provided some amount of parity with the students' ex-

periences in the playwriting course at Texas Tech University so that the data could more 

meaningfully be compared. Second, this exercise-less play would provide a baseline for 

each week of scripts that allowed for a more honest assessment of what effect—if any—

the exercises had on the original plays.

Perhaps because of this, Mondays were the cause of anxiety. Call it writer's block or 

blank-page-syndrome, but the reality was that starting from scratch caused an amount of 

discomfort throughout the project. In keeping with the spirit of 24-hour play festivals, I 

refused to willfully engage in thinking about Monday's script prior to midnight early 

Monday morning. This led to playscripts focusing on issues I care about personally—is-

sues that, in many ways, form the argument of this dissertation. Retrospectively, if Mon-

days were the sum of the #2510s project I would need to consider calling the experiment 

a failure. Each day was at least moderately difficult at the beginning, and I was never en-

thralled with the resulting product at the end of that first day of the week. Most work on 

Monday's progressed steadily once I'd started writing. Many, however, shot past the 

scheduled 8 hours of work, though all—but one24—stayed within the 24-hour time limit. 

24 The Software Art exercise took more than 24 hours to prepare to use, but the act of “writing” with the 
product of that preparation was instantaneous.
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Throughout the project I tended to consider the work I produced on Mondays in-

complete. I rapidly iterated playscripts with the goal of decreasing writer's block and in-

terjecting contemporariness through original exercises by virtue of the system to which I 

was committed. Due to the nature of these contemporary forms, much of the focus was 

correctly directed toward process rather than a product.

Despite the difficulties I experienced, there was one consistent source of flow during

the first day of the week. One of the many systematic processes of the #2510s Project 

was the rolling of dice to determine which of the exercises I would use during a given 

week and in what order I would use them. In many ways it set a direction for the week 

while also providing a sense of anticipation provided by a game of chance. 

Tuesday(s) through Friday(s)

Tuesdays, by contrast, felt like an amazing rush of energy in general. I'd roll the dice

to determine which exercise I'd use each day. The randomly chosen exercise would create

a rough plan of attack, and I was working from the framework of what I'd written yester-

day. My mind was able to continue to process the original playscript overnight and com-

mit a better draft to paper the next day—akin to an unavoidable mental violation of the 

twenty-four hour rule. Nevertheless, the remainder of the week always started out easier 

than Mondays.
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Week One Review

This section reviews the entire first week of writing for the #2510s Project. The play

series was titled The Progress of Confusion 1.0—1.4. I've taken care to outline each day 

in detail. My journal entries before, during, and after writing as well as my use of each of 

the exercises is outlined below. My intention is to show the relative success or failure of 

each exercise of the process in addition to providing an idea of how the process and the 

product changed through the use of these exercises. 

Day #1: [no exercise]—The Progress of Confusion 1.0

An exemplary Monday was the very first script, The Progress of Confusion 1.0, 

which started when I began watching and transcribing quote after quote from a permis-

sively licensed video of interviews with the general public revealing their inaccurate 

knowledge of copyright law. I listened for quotes that were apt or interesting, wrote them 

down under generic, occupationally-based character names, and arranged each in a se-

quence designed primarily by the questions asked in the source video. This did not pro-

duce a finished script.

Since the quotes themselves did not answer—or even pose—an overarching ques-

tion, I felt it necessary to have another section with a professor monologuing to students 

about the problem with copyright law more broadly, which drew from my semester teach-

ing a Contemporary Issues in Art course and more generally from the writings and pre-

sentational style of law professor Larry Lessig.
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The speech and the quotes did not encapsulate the issue fully, so another new char-

acter—a congressional representative—was added to frame another side of the issue with 

copyright legislation: campaign contributions. At this point the script itself became a 

farce with silent, mime-like storytelling in the stage directions, props which included 

large reams of paper, huge bricks of cash, and cellphones being smashed to pieces by a 

man in a suit giving an otherwise cordial speech with a smile.

Each of these sections was independent of the others. The first drew on an informa-

tional, documentary-like short video; the second from personal experience in the class-

room and more prominent educators in general; and the third, from commedia, mime, and

farce. Each section drew from drastically different source material (some largely unal-

tered) and fit together with varying degrees of success.

Each of these sections was aimless in some sense and hard won. I would ask myself 

questions. What comes next? Is it finished? How would this look on stage? What's miss-

ing? Different sources and styles joined together by a single topic. Writing took the ma-

jority of my 8:00 a.m. to 11:00 p.m. workday, not because I was constantly writing, but 

also because I was trying to figure out the answer to those questions after and before each

section. In the framework of writing expertise I was clearly a “Beethovian.” I did not plan

ahead.
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Day #2: Dance as...—The Progress of Confusion 1.1

The first randomly selected exercise was Dance as..., which has playwrights ask 

themselves three questions. When using this exercise, I answered each of the questions in

the following way (transcribed from my notebook):

1. Does the structure move/transition like you want it to?

Yes & No. It is split into three parts: Public, Professor, & Representative. 
It doesn't seem to be bad, but it's very slow on the page at times. I suspect 
that cutting dialogue and adding action would “fix” it, but it's not that type
of play. Perhaps a continual montage would be better though.

2. Does the dialogue flow like you want it to?

The quoted dialogue sometimes drags. While the other, lengthier bits look,
structurally, like they should drag. They generally don't (to me at least). I 
find the topic super-interesting, so this could be a failing on my part. At 
any rate, it could be snappier in general.

3. What is your structure or dialogue most like: muscle, bone, air, fat, etc.?

Structure: Bone. Despite being all over the place, it feels rigid, loosely 
connected, and ultimately stiff.

Dialogue: Fat. It looks slow on the page and since the subject matter is 
dense, confusing, and involved, it certainly isn't snappy.

The exercise then gives the following instruction: Choose at least one area of prob-

lem/difficulty (structure or dialogue) and identify what physical reality you most want it 

to resemble (that it currently does not): muscle, bone, air, fat, etc. This was the moment 

when I made an interesting decision about how I'd like the play to work.
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I'm going to focus on DIALOGUE as an UNSTABLE CLUSTER OF 
ATOMS as a potential fix. Not sure how this will work.

It worked well for flow and resulted in a significantly more interesting and tight 

script. I chose to dance as an unstable cluster of atoms with dialogue, and it channeled 

frenetic energy into the script.

Day #3: Viewpoints—The Progress of Confusion 1.2

One example of the relative difference between Monday and the remainder of the 

week is my experience using the Viewpoints exercise on Wednesday during the first 

week. What was previously a mishmash of sources cobbled together within twenty-four 

hours turned into an imperfect—but much more interesting—call to action from a future 

where the fears of the first script were realized. The Viewpoints exercise focused my at-

tention to several elements as outlined in a few screenshots from my notebook that day.

The exercise asks you to select at least two of your characters. I chose three:

1. the professor

2. the college student

3. and the representative.
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This image is a grid depicting the viewpoints of time and space on each of these 

chosen characters prior to writing. Each of the characters was assigned his or her own 

tempo, shape, topography, etc., and I used this grid while writing the piece. The very bot-

tom section includes five items in three categories (objects, sounds, and actions) which I 

would attempt to include while writing. These proved to be key to the success of the exer-

cise. In many ways this made the writing game-like. How could I include all of these ele-

ments without completely disrupting the script? Jane McGonigal's ideas related to turning

work into a game to invoke flow state were related to the success of this exercise. Work-
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ing to include all of the disparate elements functioned like a challenging and playful 

checklist.

A game is an opportunity to focus our energy, with relentless optimism, at 
something we’re good at (or getting better at) and enjoy. In other words, 
gameplay is the direct emotional opposite of depression. (McGonigal 28)

When compared to Monday, this day of writing was easy. I scored the category 

“Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing” a 5 out of 5. The plan that I laid

out had a game-like quality to it that allowed the continued writing to be easy. Definable 

sections (e.g. “PART 1: THE EYES CAN COPY”) were focused on specific human 

senses and a grid directing the elements of each section. 

The category of “It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite” only 

scored 3 out of 5; however, because I couldn't just sit down and start writing—I had to 

plan first.

Day #4: Chord: Disrupt—The Progress of Confusion 1.3

Thursday of the first week I used the chord: disrupt exercise from music. I simply 

added one character—the fool—to my existing script and started writing. This script was 

self-scored as a 5 out of 5 in the category “It was easy to initially sit down and start writ-

ing my rewrite” because I just started writing.
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Including a fool in my script allowed for a simple lampooning of the ideas I found 

spurious related to copyright law. The fool also allowed for an additional segment focus-

ing on the idea that copying is an undesirable activity. An excerpt is below:

The premise was easy to understand and relatively successful. The addition of this 

character allowed for a lighter feeling and approach than the other scripts in the series. 

What had started out overly serious and important quite quickly turned into something 

amusing. The fool joined the three disparate sections together.

Day #5: Negative Space—The Progress of Confusion 1.4

Negative Space was the least successful play of the week in personal and profes-

sional scoring. Using the negative space exercise from visual art did not spur a wonderful

process or result in a great product. My self-assessment gave this exercise and the result-

ing script a score of 2 out of 5 in both: “Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue 
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writing” and “My rewrite was successful.” Gordon Pengilly reviewed the play, and it gar-

nered the lowest score of the week when judged by the presence of contemporary tenets 

(an overall average of 1.94 out of 5.00). 

The exercise itself asks playwrights to note what is dominant in their existing scripts

(e.g. language, structure). The script is to be rewritten making the non-dominant element 

the dominant element. I decided that my focus was on topic in the original (i.e. copyright 

law) and that the non-dominant element was story.25 My misguided idea of story—in this 

case: a more traditional playscript—resulted in an unsatisfying play that was difficult to 

write (because I disliked it strongly) and more traditional than the original. 

The Negative Space exercise took what was a relatively interesting, multi-faceted, 

and disjointed series of stories, perspectives, and sources and returned the entire play to 

something mundane, less varied, and inherently more traditional. By following the in-

structions to replace what was dominant (characters) with what was not (story), I ended 

up with a play I didn't like precisely because I had already written a play (1.0) which bor-

rowed heavily from existing source material and was—by the presence of tenets—more 

contemporary than traditional. The Negative Space exercise inherently inspired a less-

contemporary play because the starting point was non-traditional. Put another way, the 

25 It's important to note that I disagree with this assessment now. One of the more interesting conclusions 
I've drawn from this project is that contemporary playscripts are most often extreme examples of solid 
structure—albeit non-traditional structure. Structure itself is not inherently traditional, but there are 
certainly traditional types of structures that dominate pedagogy.

116



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

negative space exercise necessarily emphasizes something that was absent from the origi-

nal script. In my case, what was mostly absent was a more traditional narrative structure.

Exercise Deviations Review

In addition to presenting an entire week I would also like to highlight some of the 

exercises not previously discussed that produced the strongest positive or negative effects

on process and product. These exercises elicited the strongest reactions from me.

Day #14: Visual Art [Choices]—The Eater 3.3

The Eater was an interesting series of plays in that the subject matter was relatively 

clear from the beginning script on Monday. This week, more than any other, may have 

most clearly demonstrated the effect of the exercises on the original script because of the 

clear parity between each of the iterations. 

The Visual Art exercise Choices outlines the necessity to choose and select—a com-

monality among all of the arts—while additionally highlighting the strange role that tech-

nology has played in affecting our perceptions about the true nature of artistry. Photogra-

pher Bill Wadman explains:

Digital makes it too easy now. You can literally take a 1000 pictures a day 
if you really want to. In fact, I know some people who probably do, and a 
subset of them who keep them all, every single frame. I know people with 
literally drawers full of terabyte size drives full of pictures. When you ask 
them about it, they usually say something about how they never throw 
anything away because they might need them someday.
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The point-and-shoot revolution in photography combined with digital cameras have 

created a scenario where it is far easier to generate/create photographic content than it is 

to choose what content is worth sharing or even just keeping: “Our problem isn’t making 

things, our problem is wading through the myriad of them to find the ones that matter. 

And that job rests on everyone’s shoulders” (Wadman). This neatly summarizes one of 

the fears related to the gatekeeper-free world wide web. Without middlemen we'll be 

awash in a sea of mediocrity:

Your job as an artist is about making choices. To go more to the point, 
your ONLY job as an artist is about making choices. For as long as we’ve 
been painting on walls, but now even more than ever, art is about editing. 
You make a decision. You make a statement.  A statement about who you 
are and what you’re trying to say. Your job is to create signal and not just 
more noise. (Wadman).

It is not that there is less signal now than there was in the past. It is simply that there 

is a greater potential for noise. This is not all bad news, however, as the benefits of digital

photography likely outweigh the downsides. In 2004 the BBC predicted some of the ma-

jor benefits for consumers. Mainly, we'll all become better photographers because we can

shoot at will and experiment largely without the cost, time, and hassle of film (Duffy). 

Our instantaneous ability to see, adjust, and delete our photos in real time has greatly im-

proved our collective skills. In fact, this matches entirely with Czikzenmihalyi's Flow and

the appealing nature of games explained by McGonigal. We are able to have instanta-

neous feedback, which prompts fast improvement.
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Playwrights don't produce static or noise as quickly as a point-and-shoot camera. To 

be able to choose noise from static the playwright must first have created some static. The

Choices exercise was tailored to create this type of situation for a playwright.26 It asks the

playwright to do the following:

1. List three positive elements of your script.

2. List three negative elements of your script.

3. For each negative elements of your script quickly propose an alternative positive 

(location, characteristic, whatever).

4. Spend two minutes working out how that change would affect your script (and try 

to keep the positives).

◦ If one of the three variations seems intriguing or good: Write it!

◦ If none of the three variations is intriguing or good, spend two minutes fix-

ing the negative elements and rewrite using those parameters.27

I took my notebook and jotted down three positive and three negative elements of 

my script. 

26 Interestingly, the entire #2510s Project could function as a huge choices exercise in that the goal is 
rapid generation of similar scripts. This could allow the playwright an opportunity to choose the best 
iteration for further development at the end of the week.

27 See the Appendix for the full exercise.
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The negative elements required brainstorming so they could be improved. I spent 

around two minutes writing variations for each negative element. I've typed out what I 

wrote in my notebook below. Everything in bold below was the decision I made and 

moved forward with in the future version:

1. Lack of visual stimulation:

The paper airplanes! coming in is good. It could be re-situated so that we 
see the book room → or at least some books → but it's a short play. 
Perhaps John's gluttony could be tied to his books somehow. Like, he has 
a book on the table and keeps slapping a hand away as he gobbles down 
food + drink. * A single person with a book. A large table with food + 
drink.

2. Quick death of “John” is unsatisfying:

Perhaps John is to finish reading a book that night—and has to have it read
to him as he dies? Does he choke? Have a stroke? Heart attack? * The end
of the gospel of John, Ignatius version ~ “Jesus did many more things 
than I have written, but the world cannot produce the books.” John 
should die from something like heartbreak and gluttony (of 
info/books).

3. The triumph of the people at the end seems cut off and, consequently, lackluster:
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[Beginning] UR says someone is at the door asking to borrow a book → 
they are cursed as unworthy by John. [Ending] Ames leads the charge to 
make copies of that book w/ UR. [Note:] Allude to doubting Thomas? 
[or] Peter betraying Jesus. “Before the cock crows...” maybe?

The iteration of the script that this exercise helped to produce seemed very success-

ful. The exercise made writing quite easy in the beginning and throughout. I self-scored 

this as the second most successful exercise for me (29 out of 30 possible). The elements I 

chose to resolve problems were easily added and the result was successful. A cock 

crowed throughout and even closed the play. John's reading of the Gospel is prominent, 

and the play closes with a quote from the reading that is related to the actual limitation of 

hands (i.e. scribes) to faithfully record all that Christ had done. This lack of scribes stands

in stark contrast to the copying machine that John had hidden. Looking at the process in 

isolation, I found this a very successful exercise. The play improved markedly and specif-

ically. The elements present in the original script were strengthened without being funda-

mentally changed. 

Day #13: Dance [Chance]—The Eater 3.2

The chance exercise was the least successful based on my self-scoring from the 

questionnaire. Michael Wright, who reviewed this week of scripts, also scored this play 

the least successful in terms of contemporariness. The exercise itself asks for several ele-

ments of the playscript to be predetermined randomly:

• the order of character lines
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• the frequency of character lines

• the type of speech a character uses for a given line

◦ declarative

◦ interrogative

◦ exclamative

◦ imperative

The chance exercise made it extremely easy to begin writing but did not make it 

easy to continue. First, I needed to generate a list of characters in a random order. Second,

I needed to assign a random type of speech per line. I accomplished this task with a 

spreadsheet application28 and the randbetween() command. Beginning to write was 

simple and playful as I easily followed instructions (e.g. 1. AMES: declarative 2. UR: in-

terrogative).

28 LibreOffice Calc: https://www.libreoffice.org/
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The exercise proved easy to use, but only for a short time. It was extremely difficult 

to continue writing what the output required as it impeded what I would consider the nat-

ural flow of writing. My inclination to explore and be affected by what I had just written 

would have been in violation of the exercise. I would begin to gain an argumentative 

force between two characters and then one of them would be forced to ask a question or a

third party would intervene in the midst of the conversation. This ultimately hampered—

rather than amplified—my creative expression and resulted in one of the worst perform-

ing scripts of the #2510s project. Rather than generating a creative response, this exercise

stifled my creative inclinations. I've included a screenshot of the spreadsheet I used to 

randomly generate output. This was a part of the entirely predetermined roadmap I fol-

lowed while using the exercise to the script's detriment.
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Day #18: Music [Drone]—Mactivist 4.2

Mactivist was a series of plays about a magician-turned-activist. My fascination with

magic began firmly in the second grade and has continued throughout my life. The play 

arguably explores the concept of lying in the context of performance. This is contrasted 

by a strong activism for transparency. How might those two opposing beliefs exist in the 

same person?

The original Monday script was an acceptable framework of an idea not fully ex-

plored: a magician, a cheerful bartender, and a lot of monologues. The Tuesday script, us-

ing the Collage exercise, introduced a clown character into the mix that also made its way

into the Wednesday script that used the Drone exercise.

The Drone exercise itself is easy enough: Designate two characters to be drones (i.e.

remain somehow constant throughout the play). I chose to have a clown and the magi-

cian's father drone. The approach was clear from the opening stage direction.

CLOWN and FATHER on opposite sides of the stage in single beams of 
light. Both are humming a drone: think bagpipe. A light shines on 
MAGICIAN center stage. Drone is continuous. MAGICIAN begins 
blowing up a balloon.

This exercise required an interesting choice to be made regarding change (e.g. for-

tune to misfortune). Traditional narrative structure is defined by the idea that change oc-

curs. Aristotle quite clearly describes plot as a movement from fortune to misfortune (i.e. 

tragedy) or from misfortune to fortune (i.e. comedy). In contrast, one of the hallmarks of 
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what I've been referring to as contemporary plays is how much doesn't change. Absur-

dism is known for its circular plots that end where they begin (if we perceived them as 

moving at all), and postmodernism has been derided with anger because nothing happens 

and/or no perceived meaning is conveyed. In each case, this feeling is often because char-

acters have not fundamentally changed in the artwork. The drone exercise imposed this 

limitation on two characters so strongly that by the end of the play it was clear that they 

are the same person.

Additionally, the Drone exercise created a musical feeling from the beginning of the 

piece. This is clearly a direct product of how I chose to interpret the unchanging nature of

the drone in the continuous note held behind the opening of the play and subsequent 

monologues.

The Drone exercise tied for the second most successful self-reported exercise. I 

didn't even take any notes when planning what I would write—I heard the word drone 

and immediately started writing. This exercise was extremely successful from the per-

spective of generating flow for me. Whether or not this exercise would inspire the same 

result in others is currently unknown as this exercise was not one of the eight exercises 

used with students at Texas Tech.

Day #25: Visual Art [Software Art]—Backyard Swords 5.4

The last week of writing was a departure from the issues I'd been writing about 

throughout the project (namely IP law) into far lighter fare. Backyard Swords is a chil-
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dren's story about bullying. Thankfully, the Software Art exercise was the last exercise of 

the #2510's project because “writing” this play required writing a short software program

—something I was not very familiar with at the time—and that proved to take longer than

the twenty-four hours I had allotted for all other exercises in the series. This deviation 

from my strict twenty-four-hour time limit was not in the writing of the script, however, 

as the program was written to instantaneously “write” the new script by altering the script

I had written the first day in a variety of ways. In other words, at the click of a button I 

was able to write and rewrite the 5.0 script at the speed of the computer I was using at the

time.

The script that emerged from this computer program was lacking in several ways. In 

truth, the randomness that the chance exercise forced on the process was fully apparent in

the product produced by the software script I wrote in the python programming language.

The python script was not elegant and did not account for any of the intricacies of 

the English language besides making character names variables (i.e. interchangeable). 

There were repetitions of lines and strange stage directions indicating interesting, contex-

tually meaningless actions. One character would deliver a monologue about himself be-

fore performing an impossible stage direction to himself. Context would change instanta-

neously if and when it—through a feat of chance—emerged from the text. A selection is 

visible in the figure below:
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In the way that I used software it would be far more interesting to auto-generate 

playscripts to see your writing from a different perspective to compose meaningfully by 

hand (or keyboard) instead of by algorithm at a later time. What remains, though, was an 

interesting idea that created a process I'll never forget and a product I don't care to re-

member.

Classroom Feedback

While the previous chapter outlined the modifications to the original course, the 

general structure of the newly developed course, and the framework in which I operated 

as a guest researcher, this final chapter will explore the feedback I received from the stu-

dents and their instructor Dr. Norman Bert. 

The feedback I received from the classroom is limited outside of the formal ques-

tionnaire. Perhaps the greatest compliment I received was from Dr. Bert near the start of 

the semester following my role as a guest researcher in the course. He felt that the syl-

labus modifications and exercises had added so much to the course that he wanted per-
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mission to use them in the coming semester. While the right to use the exercises had al-

ready been granted as they were released under a permissive license, I was extremely 

honored to learn that the exercises had such a positive effect that they would be used in 

another semester without my presence.

Dr. Bert also sent some unexpected feedback from the Fall semesters' students along

with a note that read, “Thanks for providing these exercises, Kyle. They've significantly 

improved the educational impact of the course.” I consider this dissertation at least par-

tially successful because these exercises were beneficial enough beyond my time as a 

guest researcher. While the feedback sent from the fall semester was appreciated and 

helpful, the questions differed from the questionnaire used in the spring semester, making

meaningful comparison between the different groups of students difficult.

Other written feedback from the students was related to general mistakes I'd made 

and frustrations they experienced. For example, my use of hyperlinks in the exercises 

proved occasionally problematic because some of the links no longer hosted the content 

by the time the exercises were being used in the course. This caused a legitimate issue for

some of the students relying on an external understanding of the status exercise in partic-

ular as exapted from Acting/Directing. Due to the website no longer hosting examples of 

status behaviors they were forced to rely on memory or other students who were already 

familiar with status. I've since added more content to that exercise and linked to the inter-

net wayback machine, which archives previous iterations of websites. That critique does, 
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however, outline a failing of technology in that it is time-bound and not necessarily the 

same when visited by the reader and writer.

The opportunity to work directly with the students during the spring semester pro-

vided a great insight into how the exercises affected the playscripts they wrote. Dr. Bert 

asked that I read and briefly comment on all of the scripts each student produced in my 

role as guest researcher for the course. Seeing each student's original script alongside 

their re-write using the exercise for the week provided an amount of clarity related to 

what—if anything—the exercises were changing on the level of the work produced. In 

the following section I've selected some of my comments to the students concerning their

original scripts and their exercise-driven rewrites. Each of these messages was to be a 

short, quickly composed, initial reaction sent directly to the students.

Some Student Script Reactions

Chord [Music]: Week #4 Rewrite

The chord exercise asks the playwright to either add another character to disrupt the 

action of the play or add a feature to an existing character and show three character-fea-

tures concurrently during the course of the play. The playwright below took a minimalist 

approach to this exercise and decided to remove a character from her original script com-

pletely. The effect is more direct. Below are my comments:

Other than the loss of the male character I'm not sure what changes were 
made (probably because they were subtle). At any rate: the scene is more 
effective without the boyfriend. At the same time, I wonder what it would 
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look like if the woman behind the counter either a) had an argument the 
audience could at least partially identify with or b) tried to be nice instead 
of being nasty from the beginning. She makes a good villain. The girl in 
the rewrite doesn't gain as much of our sympathy as she does in the first 
version. The story took longer to come out (and through her boyfriend) 
which seemed to build our sympathy. In the rewrite she gets angry and 
verbally abusive fairly quickly as well (though it was just under 4 pages).

Viewpoints [Acting/Directing]: Week #3 Rewrite

The comments below concern the student's rewrite using the Viewpoints exercise 

from Acting/Directing. Re-reading these comments, it is clear that the student fully uti-

lized the senses (sight, sound, movement, etc.) as the exercise asks to produce a script 

containing an increased number of contemporary tenets:

Do you have any idea how fascinating your rewrite is? It is really really 
wonderful. I wasn't hooked into the first part of part 1 (I wasn't sure what 
was going on)... but then came the "stare-at-herself" monologue—and then
came the experimental Part 2 w/ slow motion and silence and ambient 
sound and the click of a voicemail and the visual indication of flowers in a
trashcan and this horrible feeling that she was going to get back with him 
again—and then came the Meisner-like Part 3 with repetition and anger 
and a closing bridal-like image with the line "Yup. I'm broken" and the 
audience (I suspect) feels like the mirror before the close of the play.

Dance With(out)... [Dance]: Week #8 Rewrite

The comments below concern the Dance With(out) exercise during the final week of

writing for the course. Within these comments it is clear that the rewritten script contains 

interesting dialogue and structure, but lacks the contemporary structural elements that the

course ultimately requires. I find myself praising the student's interesting script in one 

breath, and then concluding by suggesting she rewrites again with more traditional dra-

maturgical elements to meet the requirements of the overall course:
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Your [rewrite] is awesome! It won't work for this class as it is (as it is not 
in traditional structure) but the dialogue itself is wonderful. People cut 
each other off, interrupt one another, interact with other people, loop back 
around to answer a question that already got lost in the conversation, etc...
—really wonderful dialogue. If you can craft a story around it somehow, a 
POA, an MDQ, then you'd be able to filter that wonderful dialogue into a 
story. Right now it reads like "Clerks" (have you seen that) which is not a 
bad thing at all—in fact, your dialogue is more natural than "Clerks." At 
any rate—love the language and the flow and everything—but for this 
class (at least for the final script) it'll need those other elements inserted in 
there.

Blatantly Copy [Visual Art]: Week #1 Rewrite

The comments below concern the very first week of rewrites for the students in the 

course using the Blatantly Copy exercise from visual art. In this instance I felt that the re-

write was less successful than the original script in part because the student simply 

dropped a random section of dialogue from another work (i.e. blatantly copy) without al-

lowing that to infuse and alter their resulting script. That hindered even the possibility 

that the script could be successful even with that contemporary tenet:29

The revision doesn't seem greatly changed from the original. Did you hide 
away your original script and rewrite or just inject differences into the 
existing script? That said—the first version was unnervingly creepy (and 
wonderful) and the second, by virtue of intrusion rather than inclusion, 
was less so.

29 I should note that my own experience with this exercise during the #2510s project yielded similarly 
unsuccessful results (though I suspect for different reasons). While this student had difficulty 
integrating the dialogue they copied from other sources, my issue seemed to stem from the fact that I 
naturally include dialogue from other sources and, when forced to choose and include said dialogue, I 
do it poorly.
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Playwright Questionnaire Results

Two distinct categories of playwrights tested the exercises and provided feedback. 

The first category is comprised of two semesters' worth of students in playwriting courses

at Texas Tech University. The second category was an individual: me.

Each questionnaire used 6 questions on a likert scale of statements with which the 

student could agree or disagree. A score of 1 corresponded to “strongly disagree” and a 

score of 5 corresponded to“strongly agree.” The statements in the questionnaire are be-

low:

1. It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite.

2. Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing.

3. I would use this exercise again.

4. I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite.

5. I learned more about my characters by using this rewrite.

6. My rewrite was successful.

This series of questions focuses on a specific set of objectives this dissertation set 

out to explore. Questions 1 and 2 focused on the issue of flow state and writer's block re-

lated to the relative ease of writing and the ease of initially sitting down and writing in 

the first place. Questions 4 and 5 focus on revealing the nature and extent to which the 
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exercises successfully affected the playwrights' focus during their rewrite on more tradi-

tional elements of playscripts. Questions 3 and 6 focused on the playwright's perception 

of process (3: using the exercise) and product (6: self-evaluated success of resulting 

work). The extent to which the playwright's response scored closer to 5 would indicate 

that the exercise itself was efficacious in that area.

On the following pages I've entered and graphed various facets of the data collected 

both from Texas Tech students and myself during the course of research for this disserta-

tion. Since it is possible that my own biases may have crept into the self-reporting, I felt 

it necessary to report transparently my own data points separately from the aggregated 

student data.

Students

Students' Average per Category

Rankings from the students per category reveal similar success for Acting/Directing 

and music over visual art and dance, but the margins are much narrower. Perhaps this ac-

counts for the varied students' individual proclivities for each of the areas. Since the vast 

majority of students enrolled in the playwriting course were theatre majors, their familiar-

ity with—and positive response to—acting and directing concepts should not be surpris-

ing.
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The students' responses to individual questions reveals that no area was a runaway 

success. In general the students felt that it was still difficult to actually sit down and start 

writing in direct contrast to one of the goals of the exercises.
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It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite

Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing

I would use this exercise again

I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite

I learned more about my characters by using this rewrite

My rewrite was successful

Starting is definitely the most difficult aspect recorded here. I suspect this has some-

thing to do with the newness of theatrical writing for most of the students in the course as

it was the first playwriting course for graduates and undergraduates alike. It is heartening 

to see that the students felt they learned more about their characters, though this varies 

per art form.

Students' Average per Category per Questionnaire

The students have a significantly more even distribution across each of the art forms 

and questions. None of their responses dipped below a 3 on average and only a few 

tipped over a 4. Acting/Directing seems to have been the most successful overall as it has 

the highest self-reported desire to use the exercise in the future. It shares a top spot with 

music for helping writers learn more about their characters on average.
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It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite

Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing

I would use this exercise again

I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite

I learned more about my characters by using this rewrite

My rewrite was successful

I suspect that Music and Acting/Directing scored so highly in the category of learn-

ing more about characters because each of those exercises is either directly or indirectly 

aimed at modifying the characters in the play. The Status and Viewpoints exercises explic-

itly ask the writer to make note of their characters and change or focus on them differ-

ently. Similarly, the Music exercise Chord asks for similar specific explorations and alter-

ations of the character. The only exercise where this is not explicitly directed toward a 
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character change is the Think it Out exercise. It appears that many students identified a 

weakness or strength in their characters while using that exercise and reported a positive 

change in that area on the questionnaire.

Students' Most/Least Helpful

The graph below depicts the students' responses to the questions asking them to se-

lect the most and least helpful exercises they used during the semester. It is clear from 

this graph that the highest number of students (6) found the Status exercises from 

Acting/Directing most helpful overall with none scoring it least helpful. The second most 

helpful exercise was Think it Out from Music with 4 marking it most helpful and only 

one marking it least helpful. The least helpful exercise overall was Dance as... from 

Dance. 
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I suspect that some of the students' recent familiarity with status may have contrib-

uted to their positive reaction to the status exercise. In the prior week Dr. Gelber taught 

status in his acting courses to some of these very same playwriting students. The newness

of status undoubtedly contributed to the students' excitement about the exercises.

The Dance as... exercise asked students to consider their play in a way they likely 

hadn't before: abstractly. It is worth noting that there are different levels of abstraction re-

quired by the exercises. A more abstract exercise like Dance as... was scored lower by the
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students. I scored the exercise more highly than the students, and professional response to

the exercise (as I used it) was favorable in all tenets except one.30 

Self

Self Average per Category

The average score of the exercises by art form are depicted below.  Taken at face 

value it suggests that the exercises derived from music were the most successful across 

the board. This was followed closely by Acting/Directing. Visual art was reported as be-

ing the least successful on average. Visual art's low scores are consistent with my own ex-

periences using exercises from that art form.

30 In this case the exercise created a playscript with a more linear form (rather than configurative).
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Personal Responses per category

Averaged

Visual Art Acting Directing Music Dance

Self Average per Question

In general I had an easier time sitting down to write than the students. I also found it 

easier to continue writing once I'd started and was more likely to want to use the exer-

cises again. In contrast to the students, I was less likely to believe I'd learned more about 

the world of my play or my characters and also less likely to report that my rewrite was 

successful. 

The general takeaway here is that the exercises helped me more with flow than my 

students. I'd hazard a guess that the reason I found these exercises easier to use is that I 

developed them and they already appealed in some way to how I view art and artistic cre-

ation.
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Personal Responses per question (averaged)

It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite

Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing

I would use this exercise again

I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite

I learned more about my characters by using this rewrite

My rewrite was successful

In contrast, the exercises appear to have helped the students more with their result-

ing playscripts. Perhaps I'm overly critical of my own work, though in my eyes what I 

wrote was not intented to be a final product per se, but part of an experiment that might 

ultimately result in a more contemporary final work. The students, by contrast, were per-

haps content to complete an assignment and considered that their “final” work.

Self Average per Category per Questionnaire

One of the more interesting comparisons can be made between the responses broken

down by art form per question which may point toward the relative strength of each art 

form's effect on flow, character, world, and overall success.
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Visual Art Acting Directing Music Dance
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Personal Responses

per category per question (averaged)

It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite

Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing

I would use this exercise again

I learned more about the world of my play because I used this 
rewrite

I learned more about my characters by using this rewrite

My rewrite was successful

When I look at the exercises and playscripts it is interesting to recall what took place

during the writing process. In visual art, I find the upward rise on “I would use this exer-

cise again” to be fascinating considering that I scored it lowest when responding to the 

statement “my rewrite was successful.” In many ways this speaks to a feeling throughout 

the process that I was personally failing to capitalize on the abstract notions for which the

visual art exercises provided an impetus. This feeling of inadequacy—perhaps high-

lighted by the low score of the perceived success of the script—is an odd one given that 

the exercises are intended to make the writing more successful than it would be other-
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wise. It is also disappointing because the visual art aspect seems ubiquitous in contempo-

rary forms far more than the others areas. Perhaps Visual Art is just more visible.

One example of this disparity is Playscript 1.4—using the Negative Space exercise

—which resulted in an unsuccessful script as described earlier in this chapter. The already

somewhat contemporary original was directed by the exercise to become its inverse: 

more traditional. This exercise scored one of the most dramatic differences in the entire 

series of professional responses (nearly 1 full point below the original), which may help 

to explain the general disconnect I felt when using the visual art exercises. In short, I al-

ready employ many of the visual art tenets in my initial drafts31.

On the positive side, the exercises exapted from music seem to have offered the 

greatest insight into the characters of any medium and created the highest scoring 

playscripts in the self-reported success category. Two representative examples of this suc-

cess are the Polyrhythms and Drone exercises. I enjoyed each of these exercises in large 

part because they forced me to reconsider key notions of structure I would otherwise take

for granted. Perhaps it was the strict confines within which creativity emerged, but both 

Polyrhythm and Drone required similar amounts of exacting structural repetition driven 

predominantly by characters' relationships to a visible architecture.

Polyrhythm, from its very beginning moments, created two structural issues. The 

first was concurrent speaking, where three characters would say their lines at the same 

31 My scripts have frequently been branded—unimaginatively!—as “un-stageable.”
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time, and the second was structural repetition, where character dialogue was predefined 

and repeated over and over again in relatively quick succession.

Using the exercise prompted me to re-explain it to myself (which can be seen in the 

scan of my journal below). I literally ask myself “how does this work?”, before clicking 

through the various links I'd provided myself when the exercise was originally created. 

When I exapted the concept of polyrhythms for playwriting I didn't actually conceive of 

many of the issues a writer would need to navigate in order to fit what they had already 

written into this formal structure.

Another scan from my journal shows the valuation of characters in the original 

script being numerically tied to rhythms and then carefully mapped out onto a table repre-
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senting the order and frequency of speech. As you can see, the first column begins with 

all characters speaking on top of one another. This, in and of itself, prompted a com-

pletely different tone for the script I wrote that day. Polyrhythm received a 5 in every cat-

egory from my self-reporting (a perfect score; the highest of any exercise). Polyrhythm is

without a doubt my favorite exercise.

Also worthy of note is how the polyrhythm exercise actually added structure to the 

playscript. I tracked just the first beat of the polyrhythm through the playscript, and it re-

veals a striking pattern seen in the below image. I was honestly surprised by the resulting 

shape's consistency throughout the ten-minute play.
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Self Most/Least Helpful

The most helpful exercise (as scored by me) was Polyrhythm. The music exercise 

scored a perfect five (5) in every category for a total of 30 points. Visual Art's Choices 

and Music's Drone tied for 2nd most helpful with 29 points each. Drone lost its single 

point to learning about the world of the play while Choices lost its single point in the suc-

cessful rewrite category.

Least helpful was the Dance exercise Chance, earning just 13 points from my self-

evaluation. While it was easy to start writing (5/5 points) the remaining categories suf-

fered increasingly poor scores. The experience of using the exercise was painful and it 

showed in the final product. The most difficult part was to keep writing a play I didn't 

want to write anymore. The predetermination of who would speak and how they had to 

speak was too stringent and created blocks and sapped flow.

146



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

Conclusions: Playwright Responses

When compared with the students in the playwriting course at Texas Tech Univer-

sity, I scored above the mean score—3.6560019841—and near the top in terms of score 

response concerning overall exercise effectiveness (red bar below). My overall placement

for the average score is interesting and possibly represents an overall bias. This chart does

not help in answering the questions posed by this dissertation, however. In this final eval-

uation of the playwrights' feedback I would like to specifically compare all of the re-

sponses from each of the playwrights by category of question and other methods. The 

first and second questions key into flow state.
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Exercises Effect on Flow

When the scores for the flow and writer's block questions are averaged per exercise,

some interesting results emerge.  In each of the charts  below the students'  average re-

sponses are represented by bars, while mine are represented by a line. Dance as... scored

highest in flow (questions 1 and 2) for the students, while Dance With(out)... scored the

lowest. Each of the art exercises (Blatantly Copy  and Negative Space) were where my

flow waned considerably. One of my highest scores for combined flow occurred when I

was using the  Dance With(out)... exercise—in extreme opposition to  the students'  re-

sponses.

When evaluating the exercises by art form we see my specific difficulty with the vis-

ual art exercises. The students' average scores, by contrast, appear nearly static across all 
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art forms related to flow. The largest discrepancy is in the Negative Space exercise with 

regard to flow and writer's block. The students were more able to successfully overcome 

those obstacles. More exploration is needed, as I don't know what accounts for the differ-

ence in experience.

I believe that Visual Art scored the lowest for me because I already heavily employ 

that art form in my writing. As a consequence, when asked to include more or different 

Visual Art it creates a block, (e.g. Blatantly Copy, which required me to remix and appro-

priate more items than I already had), or backfires in some way (e.g. Negative Space, 

which required me invert the focus of my play from non-linear plot to plot).
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It is also important to note that, while some of the exercises were used by both the 

students in the playwriting course and myself during the #2510s Project, I used consider-

ably more exercises. While we shared 8 exercises, I ultimately used twenty in the course 

of my project. When those additional exercises are added into the averages for myself, we

see a slightly more stable picture despite visual art still scoring the lowest. A breakdown 

by exercise in the chart below shows that the bottom three exercises—Negative Space, 

Software Art, and Blatantly Copy—were all exapted from visual art.
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Writer's Block: Start Writing

Breaking the element of flow down by question reveals the difference between start-

ing to write (e.g. writer's block) and continuing unimpeded. The students clearly bene-

fited from the music exercises from the start. Overall the dance exercises benefited me 

most while visual art benefited me the least. The clear disparity between my highest rank-

ing and the students' lowest ranking (both in dance) is worth noting. 
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I suspect that the disparity between the students and me regarding the Dance exer-

cises are related to our response to abstraction. The Dance exercises typically ask the 
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playwright for a blind leap of faith based on an element of movement very loosely con-

nected to playwriting concepts (if connected at all). Music exercises, by contrast, typi-

cally start from the standpoint of an overriding structural element. The students were ap-

parently more confident from the outset with a predefined structure.32

Flow: Continue Writing

The ease of continuing to write once you have started is also a very interesting met-

ric. Once again the students prove fairly consistent between all of the individual art 

forms. I had absolutely no trouble continuing to write using these exercises except when 

using exercises from visual art.

32 It is worth noting that the students were still bound by the external factor of a grade and their larger 
time in college. I was afforded significantly more freedom to fail in the course of experimentation.
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When viewing the responses per exercise it is possible to visualize the difficulty I 

experienced while using the two visual art exercises. I suspect the reasons for my diffi-

culty correspond directly with my intuition related to difficulty starting: I already employ 

Visual Art ideas in my work.

Exercises Effect on Process

The statement “I would use this exercise again” is important from the standpoint of 

evaluating the playwright's perception about the exercise's value. It is my hope that these 

exercises are not only efficacious but also perceived as such. The Texas Tech students 

ranked the Status exercise highest followed immediately by Viewpoints. Each of these ex-

ercises were exapted from Acting/Directing. In some ways it should come as no surprise 

that elements within their field of study should elicit more positive responses for contin-
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ued use than others. As previously noted, some percentage of the students had recently 

encountered status in a popular acting course and were eager to apply those concepts to 

playwriting. 

My low opinion of the Negative Space exercise can be seen in the chart above, but 

that score does not lower visual art substantially as a category. It appears that both I and 

the students share in ranking the order of the exercises as follows:  Acting/Directing 

(most successful), Music, Visual Art, and (least successful) Dance. 
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Exercises Effect on Character

Evaluating the exercises effect on character shows a variation that puts Viewpoints 

understandably at the top for both myself (in the extreme) and the students (modestly). 

Viewpoints directly approaches the characters in the playscript from multiple sensory per-

spectives simultaneously. It is no surprise that this exercise had the most extreme and di-

rect effect on character of all the exercises. The students were most displeased with the 

Dance As... exercise, while I felt that the Dance With(out)... and Negative Space exercises

had the smallest effect on character.
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Overall, the students felt that exercises exapted from Music had the greatest effect 

on character while Dance had the lowest. 
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Exercises Effect on World

Tracking an exercise's affect on the world of the play revealed that Viewpoints again 

scored the top spot for both groups. This is again unsurprising as the exercise dictates 

breaking the senses into individually experienced components, necessarily focusing 

thought and energy into singular categories that otherwise would remain under-explored.

Dance As... and Dance With(out)...both received extremely low responses from me. 

The students were more even across the board.
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Exercises Effect on Product

This last question focused on the playwrights' perception about the outcome of their 

script after using the exercise. “My rewrite was successful” was aimed at capturing the 

writer's thoughts about the script that resulted from their work.

159



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

Viewpoints (Acting/Directing) produced the highest perception of success among the

students, while Blatantly Copy (Visual Art) produced the lowest. These two rankings mir-

rored my own experiences as well. I suspect that the Viewpoints exercise is considered 

successful because of its broad focus on approaching the work from a variety of physical 

senses (e.g. vision). It forces the writer to directly confront the reality of the play itself 

and more firmly connect it to its ultimate physical enactment: performance.
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Writers' Block vs. Flow (students/self)

One of the general impetuses for this project was the theory that other art forms 

could generate increased flow for the playwright. The questionnaire asked a variety of 

questions related to the weakening and defeat of writer's block through flow, as well as 

the sustainability of flow throughout the course of writing. The students' responses re-

lated to the flow questions show more difficulty with starting exercises than continuing to

use them, but without a baseline of their general tendency to reach flow state without the 

exercises, it is difficult to draw any conclusions as to the overall success of the exercises 

in general. 

The students seemed to find that the exercises exapted from music provided easier 

entry into flow, while Acting/Directing exercises provided the most sustained flow once 
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they had started writing. My personal response data showed that Acting/Directing exer-

cises provided the easiest entry into flow and also tied for the top spot related to sustain-

ing flow with Music.

In any case, the data set is small enough to make drawing specific and significant 

conclusions unclear. My personal conclusions are that Acting/Directing best help me start

a play and carry through to completion.  This is somewhat unsurprising because of my 

experience and familiarity in that area. More surprising was that Music also provides con-

tinued flow once I've started writing.

Oddly, I found the alternative, repetitive structures provided by Music to be pro-

foundly sustaining while writing a script despite providing difficulty at first. This is in 

contrast to the traditional playwriting structure. I suspect that my fondness for music 

structures over traditional playwriting structures is related to the relative freedom with 

music structures, as they did not dictate story elements per se—such as reversal or recog-

nition—but simply repetition.

Music's supremacy can be seen in the chart below depicting the flow questions about

starting and continuing against the process question of whether I would choose to use the 

exercise again and my perception of the final product. Only two exercises received the 

highest score in all of these categories and both were from music: Polyrhythm and Drone.
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Despite the fact that I had a slightly easier time starting and continuing using the 

Acting/Directing exercises, Music exercises produced (at least to me) a more successful 

product.
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 Analysis 2: Professional Feedback

This analysis is of the feedback from the professional responses to the resulting 

works of the #2510's Project. Each week of plays was sent along with a questionnaire to 

professional respondents. I'm extremely grateful for their participation in this project and 

their feedback. Gordon Pengilly (1.* series), Gary Garrison (2.* series), and Michael 
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Wright (3.* series)—all playwrights and educators—reviewed a full week of scripts. Dr. 

Bill Gelber, chair of this dissertation, reviewed all five weeks of scripts. The below chart 

depicts how each of the individual scripts were scored on average by the different respon-

dents. 

I worried that the end of the week might naturally result in a higher scoring play 

simply because I had more time to work on the script. This is not the case, as peaks and 

valleys appear throughout the week for each script. The first week's script, The Progress 

of Confusion, trends strongly downward throughout the week, ending on the lowest score.

Week 5, Backyard Swords, trends upward and ends with the highest score of any play on 
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Friday. The other weeks do not follow a linear progression in responses. The highest scor-

ing script—by far—was the final script of the project resulting from the Software Art ex-

ercise. Otherwise, the scores are fairly consistently hovering between a score of 2.5 and 3

when averaged. Below is a graph of each of the plays' average scores as they moved 

through their individual weeks. 

Overall

The overall responses both support and detract from my personal responses concern-

ing the #2510s Project. Before noting the differences, I am happy to report that the exer-

cises in every category have had some effect that increased the strength of contemporary 

tenets identified in the scripts. 
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When all professional responses are averaged over the course of the entire project 

these advantages are slight. In contrast to my own negative reaction to using the Visual 

Art exercises, the resulting scripts performed better than those exapted from other art 

forms. A more nuanced summary of the response data follows.

Change from Original

The graph below is a quick overview of how exercises from each art form affected 

each of the individual tenets evaluated by the professional respondents. This graph makes

it clear that Visual Art decreased the strength of all but three traditional areas: there was a 

decrease in metatheatrical moments, a decrease in collage (vs. originality), and an in-

crease in the connection of the voices and bodies of characters. Dance and music, by con-
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trast, were clearly less successful in a greater number of areas than the other art forms, 

while being highly successful in a few areas (e.g. less adherence to audience expectation).

Another way to view this data is to graph each art form in a stacked bar graph per 

tenet. This more clearly shows whether an art form in any given category was successful. 

The below graph also shows when an art form was an under- or over-performing outlier 

in a particular category. One example is metatheatrical moments, which were increased 

by Acting/Directing and Music exercises but decreased by those exapted from Visual Art 

and Dance. 
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The graph below depicts the total overall change in individual tenets (positive or 

negative) from the original scripts as scored by the professional respondents. This view 

shows that only four areas experienced an overall (averaged) change toward the tradi-

tional end of the spectrum as a result of the exercises, which is a positive indication that 

the exercises were, on the whole, efficacious.

The four ways in which the plays became more traditional (rather than more con-

temporary) as a result of the exercises are as follows: the exercises increased the unity be-

tween bodies and voices, the plays became more wholly original (i.e. less of a collage), 

more causal (i.e. increased cause and effect), and slightly more clear in theme, plot, and 

character motivation.

Every other tenet (15 out of 19) averaged toward moving the resulting plays in a 

more contemporary direction. The four areas experiencing the largest increases toward 

the non-traditional were an increased allusion to or subversion of audience expectation, 
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increased blending of high and low culture, decrease of clearly defined borders (e.g. the 

fourth wall), and an increased valuation of images33 with a concurrent decreased valua-

tion of language.

Another area worth exploring is the change in tenets from the original script of the 

week by individual exercises developed for this dissertation. Looking at the exercises 

from this perspective suggests that the most successful exercise overall was Software Art 

(an exercise I believe produced an unsuccessful playscript),34 followed by Ballet Warm-

up.35

33 Note that this is despite the relative non-success from the process standpoint of the Visual Art exercises
according to the earlier questionnaire.

34 More on this later. I believe that this impact is isolated and reveals a fundamental flaw in what I 
eventually refer to as “mathing art.”

35 Ballet Warm-up as an exercise focuses heavily on a structural movement through a warm-up 
dramatically replicating the physical output of each of the warm-up exercises.
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Overall, only 4 out of 20 exercises performed worse by this metric than the original 

script written for that week: Negative Space, Dance With(out)..., Chance, and Masquer-

ade. Music was the only art form that consistently outperformed the original script. 

The Polyrhythm exercise, which was the highest scoring script by far, according to 

my own evaluation when using the exercises, seems to have created only a very minor 

progression away from the traditional overall based on professional respondent feedback. 
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Negative Space and Chance, however, were scored as unsuccessful by both the play-

wright (me) and professional respondents. 

It is important to note that some original scripts were inherently less traditional than 

others. This disparity between original script-score—in some tenets, in some weeks—cre-

ated a higher bar for some of the exercises to overcome to be fairly reflected by a mere 

change in the score from the original. The overall average score for each of the original 

scripts are depicted below in the bar graph. 

Raw Scores

Original scripts received often markedly different scores in certain tenets. This 

meant that a poor performing original script—or tenet of a script—would give an exer-

cise the opportunity to perform much better or worse that week when evaluated against 

the numerical value of the change from the original. The below graph depicts the raw 

scores per tenet of the original scripts. 
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The below graph generally shows the scores of each of the tenets for each of the 

original scripts. While only the original scripts for the fourth and fifth weeks scored a top 

score of five in any individual tenet, their overall averages were third and fifth lowest re-

spectively. Additionally, in those tenets where they scored as fully non-traditional, it 

would be impossible for any exercise to show improvement in any of those areas. There-

fore, looking at the raw scores will provide more information regarding the performance 

of the exercises. 
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Exercise Deviations Review II

Earlier in this chapter I evaluated the following four exercises as they had the 

strongest, self-perceived effect on my writing during the process of composition. Below I 

further explore the resulting scripts as evaluated by my professional respondents. In this 

way, I hope to highlight the contrast between process and product.

Day #14: Visual Art [Choices]—The Eater 3.3

The Choices exercise stands in start contrast to the elements I would predict to be in-

cluded in a contemporary exercise. Instead it approaches the work from a pre-planning 

perspective that was quite successful: making choices prior to writing. This first requires 

that the writer knows what they are choosing between. You can see that the exercise (3.3 

below) scored quite high during the week in the chart below.
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Restricting the data solely to the exercises effect on each of the tenets' change from 

the original, the below chart can reveal areas in which the exercise was successful or un-

successful. The positive changes were in blending high and low culture, movement away 

from linear form, progression toward collective meaning and collage, an increased valua-

tion of images, an increase in irrational speech, and movement toward more closely re-

sembling a reflection of dreams and nightmares. There were also, however, movements 

toward the more traditional: increased cause and effect, increased importance of whole 

over parts, decrease of metatheatrical moments, and an increase in the unification of per-

formers' bodies and voices. 
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While the reviewers did not specifically comment on certain plays or tenets in detail 

it is worth highlighting at least one area they may have been responding to in light of the 

exercise itself. For The Eater 3.3 script I will focus on the increased blending of high and 

low culture.

In early iterations of the script the character John is described as having gastroin-

testinal problems that manifest in burps, farts, near heart attacks, and other somewhat 

crude sounds and actions that are made manifest by bouts of furious and uncouth gluttony

and resuscitation by his butler, Ur. The Choices exercise, in asking for an increased focus 

on how to improve the unsatisfying parts of the script, compelled me to add somewhat 
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blatant references to the Christian scripture. What may have originally been a somewhat 

veiled reference to Gutenberg, who invented the printing press, became both more ex-

plicit and satisfying by tying the Bible directly to his gluttony, his death, and his inven-

tion. Here is how I planned to improve John's death:

Perhaps John is to finish reading a book that night—and has to have it read
to him as he dies? Does he choke? Have a stroke? Heart attack? * The end 
of the gospel of John, Ignatius version ~ “Jesus did many more things than
I have written, but the world cannot produce the books.” John should die 
from something like heartbreak and gluttony (of info/books).

I believe it is possible that the respondents were scoring this tenet in direct relation-

ship to these very specific changes encouraged by the exercise itself. There was an inclu-

sion of a prominent cultural work (the Bible) alongside the original, more farcical ele-

ments, such as burps and farts. It is possible that this led to the increased score in the 

tenet of blending high and low culture.

Day #13: Dance [Chance]—The Eater 3.2

The Chance exercise received the lowest score of the entire third week of writing. 

From the playwright's perspective it also received the lowest score of the week. The exer-

cise asks the playwright to randomly determine the order and frequency of character lines

as well as predetermining (at random) whether the line will be declarative, interrogative, 

exclamatory, or imperative. I did not enjoy using this exercise and the product proved to 

be much more traditional than other scripts during the same week.
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The chart shows that only two tenets moved away from traditional playwriting and 

towards the contemporary: a move toward collective meaning and a decrease in adher-

ence to audience expectation. Metatheatrical moments moved the greatest amount toward

traditional, seconded by an increase in unification of bodies and voices and an increase in

the clarity of theme, plot, and character motivation.

  

In general, I felt that the exercise removed my ability as the writer to play with 

structure and language to the point that I was just trying to make the dialogue make sense

when it was grammatically predetermined. If I were doing this exercise again I would en-

sure that I ignored the call to have the play make sense and proceed quickly by writing 

firmly and solidly in something that didn't quite track in my mind. Even so, I thought this 

exercise was not successful, and my desire to use it again is minimal.
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Day #18: Music [Drone]—Mactivist 4.2

The Drone exercise tied for second most successful script of the week based on av-

erage scores. The exercise asks the writer to designate two characters to be drones (i.e. re-

main constant throughout the play). Traditional playscripts are based on the Aristotelian 

notion that characters change during the course of a play. Their movement from fortune 

to misfortune or misfortune to fortune determines tragedy or comedy. In contrast, absur-

dist and postmodern works are often derided for having circular plots or being meaning-

lessness (e.g. no story). This exercise was quite successful in moving a play toward the 

contemporary.
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There were 5 key areas that moved toward the contemporary due to the Drone exer-

cise: reflection of dreams and nightmares, seemingly irrational speech, increased valua-

tion of images, subversion of audience expectations, and—most notably, with a 4-point 

increase—decrease in the presence of the fourth wall. At the same time, the play became 

more traditional in two areas: increased reality of characters and the whole becoming 

more important than the parts.

Less clear borders were the most interesting change in tenet for this exercise. The 

opening stage direction hinted at this change, which was present throughout:

CLOWN and FATHER on opposite sides of the stage in single beams of 
light. Both are humming a drone: think bagpipe. A light shines on 
MAGICIAN center stage. Drone is continuous. MAGICIAN begins 
blowing up a balloon.
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Characters were directly addressing the audience, serving as set dressing, providing 

the sound effects, and the end reveal—where the two characters are revealed to be one in 

the same—functions somewhat like a magic trick. For these reasons I believe the play 

scored higher in the category of unclear borders. As a consequence, the whole work be-

came more important than the individual parts because the story element became stronger

and the characters became, oddly, more realistic. 

Day #25: Visual Art [Software Art]—Backyard Swords 5.4

I learned to write a computer program (in my case a python script) for the Software 

Art exercise. The software automatically re-sorted my play from the original script that 

week at the press of a button. While writing a python script was a learning experience I 
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enjoyed, I find it difficult to claim that I “wrote” the 5.4 play. Further, I found the result 

of the exercise to be uninteresting babble. However, the professional respondent scored 

this the highest scoring play of the #2510s Project. This would seemingly indicate that it 

is the most contemporary (i.e. Postmodern and/or Absurdist) playscript.

This exercise had no tenets move toward the traditional and several markedly move 

toward the contemporary. There was a strong movement away from story, plot, theme, 

character motivation, rational speech, cause-and-effect, unified bodies and voices, and 

adhering to audience expectation.

Despite the high scores, I consider this play unsuccessful. It is very far removed 

from the postmodern and absurdist works that this dissertation has strove to develop a 

method to create. My own evaluation of its utility as an exercise could be summed up by 
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saying that I learned something about programming languages, but I was unimpressed by 

the resulting script. This disparity is explored in the conclusion(s). This is not to say that 

software cannot produce art. My version of software art was far simpler than what true a 

programmer or software artist might create.

 Conclusion(s)

There are several conclusions to this dissertation. This is primarily because there 

were several threads that strung together the otherwise disparate ideas that became this 

project. The intersections of intellectual property law, motivation psychology, pedagogy, 

postmodernism, programming, playwriting, and other fine arts were not something that 

wove together quickly or easily. This dissertation is my best attempt—at the moment—to 

share those intersections more broadly. Secondarily, this project—the ideas, the process, 

the intersections, and the data-driven analyses—has compelled me to accept things that I 

was previously uncomfortable with (e.g. Aristotle is extremely meaningful) and confront 

ideas I had never previously sorted out intellectually (e.g. art ≠ math).

This penultimate section outlines the conclusions I've drawn from the ideas, pro-

cesses, products, and feedback that form this dissertation. While the conclusions emerge 

from complexity—at least for me—I have tried to make them repeatably pithy:

1. Art ≠ Math

2. Aristotle = Giant
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3. Compass ≥ Map

4. Flow > Blocks

5. Writing ≠ Linear

6. Attention ≈ Success

Each of these conclusions might be appropriately understood as inherently personal. 

They are unique to the pathways and processes of my own growing understanding of the 

interrelationships between these seemingly disparate areas. At the same time they are also

descriptive of the something that I've been striving to find throughout this dissertation. 

Call it milieu or some other term, but these six areas highlight what I've observed as im-

portant conclusions for artists and playwrights in the 21st Century.

 Art ≠ Math

To what extent can we reduce art to something mathematical, mechanical, scientific, 

and routine? By professional responses in the form of absurdist and postmodern tenets, 

the script generated by the Software Art exercise was ranked significantly higher than any

other work in the entire series. I believe that this highlights a fundamental breakdown of 

using tenets to determine whether or not art is within the confines of a particular style or 

genre. 
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Playwright/respondent Michael Wright—perhaps misinterpreting the primary goal 

of this project, but highlighting this very breakdown—had the following to say via e-

mail:

the exercises are intriguing.  i like your approach to all this from the 
workshop pov. as to whether the process resulted in more fully realized or 
extended scripts. it seems much less clear from my perspective.
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While the goal of this project was not to produce “more fully realized or extended 

scripts,” I personally equate more contemporary works with higher quality, but it is clear 

that the mere presence of tenets does not imbue a play with quality. Throughout this 

project I have found it difficult to put numbers to artistic creation either as a process or in 

the resulting product. While we routinely score artistic output in a variety of ways (e.g. 

grades), deriving something objective enough to confirm a thesis firmly is seemingly an 

exercise in frustration.

This project has provided the opportunity to learn more about statistics than I cared 

to know, and that knowledge revealed some of the inefficiencies in how some of the data-

collection was carried out. The data resulting from this project suffers from a number of 

difficulties that cloud the process of drawing any firm conclusions, including having a 

small sample size, under-explored or non-existent baselines, and potential bias. 

The central question is this: what are the features of a contemporary playscript? 

Throughout I've used contemporary as a reductive way to talk about absurdism and post-

modernism, so what then is absurdism; what then is postmodernism?

The statements upon which my professional reviewers evaluated the plays were 

drawn from Martin Esslin's seminal work defining absurdist theatre versus other forms 

and alternately a variety of postmodern theorists' statements which could arguably be 

called at least some of the tenets of postmodernism. These form a set of defining charac-
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teristics upon which any critic could build an argument for including a playscript in a par-

ticular genre, but in my attempt to math art for a portion of this dissertation, I have found 

that the numerical values representing the presence or absence of individual tenets does 

not infallibly identify genre.

I want to introduce and explore the difficulty of evaluating art through mathematical 

and numerical means. Art is not math is a strange, and upon evaluation, bold, statement. 

Math—in my usage here—has two distinct meanings: products which are not art (e.g. 

non-human creations),36 and any algorithmic attempt to more rigidly define the contours 

that evaluate, categorize, or critique art (i.e. non-human evaluation).

Mathematical attempts at art can happen at the process, product, or evaluation stage. 

At the level of process and product, I am making a claim that art would require a human 

to be responsible for and involved in the process of creating a product—further explo-

ration to come. Evaluation, categorization, and critique is another stage entirely. This 

stage has human analysis adorning an artistic product with various labels (e.g. a genre). 

In recent years there have been numerous attempts to better understand art through data 

analysis (i.e. algorithmic analysis). Once again, I find myself compelled to claim that hu-

man involvement in these stages is also required.

I recognize that these statements are alternately confusing and controversial. First, I 

need to explain more specifically the rationale behind the Likert scale I employed. A 

36 I will make an effort to defend this position.
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higher score (maximum of “5” per category) relates to more contemporary tenets, and a 

lower score (minimum of “1” per category) relates to more traditional tenets. Playwright 

Gordon Pengilly evaluated the first series of plays, which included this first script that av-

eraged to a score of approximately 2.89 out of 5 across every tenet category. The 

playscript itself scored lowest (1/5) in one category because it was reported to “… not 

blend high/low culture,” and scored highest (4/5) in the areas that follow for including 

those tenets:

• No Story or Plot

• Multiple levels of story

• Collage

• Meta-theatrical moments

• Alludes to (or subverts) audience expectation

I bring this up to explain more explicitly some areas of failure in such an evaluative 

method. To begin, noting that the average score was a 2.89/5.00 might lead one to believe

that the playscript itself was inherently more contemporary than traditional. While this 

particular Likert scale has not been used on any works other than those of the #2510s 

project (and I now realize it would be interesting to use it in that way), it does not seem to

always be the case that the tenets are additive (i.e. that the presence of more or stronger 

contemporary tenets and fewer or weaker traditional tenets inherently makes a script 

more or less contemporary). 
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This specific example highlights the difficulty of applying mathematics to art. There 

are many projects under way that attempt to mathematically identify or value art. All fail

—in my estimation—because they require human beings' full understanding of the defini-

tions and rules of whatever they wish to replicate/evaluate in order to simply write the 

commands (i.e. code) that direct the computer's actions. These very qualities are quite dif-

ficult to locate in the well-made-play form and not nearly clear enough for contemporary 

plays.

Computing technology is pushing us to ask increasingly more difficult questions re-

lating to the nature of art and artistic experience itself. One fascinating attempt at math-

ing art is the work of Franco Moretti, director of Stanford's literary lab, which “discusses,

designs, and pursues literary research of a digital and quantitative nature” (“Stanford Lit-

erary Lab”). The lab's work is fascinating as it uses computers to analyze, for example, 

entire periods of artistic works in order to identify patterns of entire milieu. The output of 

these computer-driven analyses is presented as simplified—yet complex—graphs more 

akin to how scientific data is presented. One pamphlet, Style at the Scale of the Sentence, 

algorithmically identifies various sentence structures to differentiate between Jacobin and

Gothic novels.37 Another, Network Theory,   Plot Analysis, attempts to quantitatively evalu-

ate the plot structure of stage plays through character-networks, or as Moretti explains, 

37 Note that both the Jacobin and Gothic novels were human-identified genres and tenets rather than 
something defined by something more objective (i.e. scientific) such as strict dates of production. 
While this fact shouldn't diminish Moretti's work, it is important to note that human beings made these 
categorizations first which provided the core input for analysis; Moretti's work enhances understanding
of those human categorizations.
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“two characters are linked if some words have passed between them: an interaction, is a 

speech act” (Moretti, Network 3). The output for Hamlet, figure 1 from page 13 is seen 

below:

A New Yorker article about Moretti's work starts with a simple question: “Should lit-

erary criticism be an art or a science?” (Rothman). That question is difficult to answer. 

Oscillation—between readings of selected individual works and larger patterns in forms 

and genres—affords us the opportunity to choose; we can appreciate the unique, ground-

breaking, artistic individuality of a particular work and recognize the seemingly more 

mundane aspects of groups of works requiring clear definitions, domain-specific termi-
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nology, and less bleary-eyed, single-work, emotional and experiential admiration. 

Moretti's leveraging of computing technology is all science.

The company Narrative Science is currently selling a tool that analyzes data and 

produces written content. A prominent example can be seen on Forbes' website, which 

features fully realized articles as the output of Narrative Science's analysis of financial 

data. Kris Hammond, the Chief Scientist at Narrative Science and professor of Journalism

and Computer Science at Northwestern University, told the New York Times, “In five 

years … a computer program will win a Pulitzer Prize—and I’ll be damned if it’s not our 

technology” (Lohr). Moretti analyses human-created works using computer algorithms, 

while Hammond and his company compose human-seeming, computer-written articles 

from (often) human-generated data-points.

Our ever-advancing use of technology to shift previously analogue activities to the 

digital is said to be leading us to a post-scarcity society. In his book Average is Over, 

economist Tyler Cowen explores a not-so-distant future where computers replace the 

need for additional human work:

If you and your skills are a complement to the computer, your wage and 
labor market prospects are likely to be cheery. If your skills do not 
complement the computer, you may want to address that mismatch … 
What is happening is an increase in the ability of machines to substitute 
for intelligent human labor … (Cowen)
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Throughout history humanity has feared advancements in technology and theorized 

how much they would disrupt the natural (and more recently commercial) order of things.

Most often the technologies haven't been either destroyers or saviors. They've been tools 

to be used for good or ill.

A general fear of technology has existed for a long time. At the dawn of each new 

technology there has been fear. One need only be reminded of Elmer Rice's 1923 play 

The Adding Machine to see the fear-based view of technology on workers' lives in partic-

ular. The calculator would replace the human being. This is not to reduce Rice's play to 

being about technology, but to recognize that there is a longstanding human fear of tech-

nology that has manifested in art as well as reality.

Jack Valenti, then president of the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA), 

testified to congress in 1982 against enabling consumers to use VHS tapes to create home

recordings by at one point stating, “ I say to you that the VCR is to the American film 

producer and the American public as the Boston strangler is to the woman home alone” 

(“HEARINGS”). The VCR, we were to understand, would destroy everything. Despite 

Valenti's fears, however, the VCR, rather than strangling Hollywood, resuscitated it. “The

sale of pre-recorded videocassettes, however, will generate about $1.5 billion, twice the 

amount of videocassette revenues last year... this [1985] will be the first year Hollywood 

earns more money from the small screen than the big screen.” (Advokat). Put simply, 
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VCRs drastically increased the demand for content to watch on them, which led to extra-

ordinary profits.

The central problem with attempts to algorithmically replicate human beings is that 

human beings also adapt and change. Kathryn Schulz responded to Moretti's scientific 

study of texts in the New York Times:

The trouble is that Moretti isn’t studying a science. Literature is an 
artificial universe, and the written word, unlike the natural world, can’t be 
counted on to obey a set of laws. (Schulz)

Writing for N+1 magazine, Elif Batuman further probes Moretti's scientific ap-

proach to literature with a single question: “Can Darwin’s law of 'random divergence' be 

applied to literature—given that books, unlike animals, result from 'intelligent design?'” 

(Batuman). It is a central question of actual applicability, and one which I've asked my-

self throughout this process.

Cziksentmihalyi's psychological study of creative individuals and creativity in gen-

eral highlights the adaptability of human beings. Whether motivated by inquiry or dissat-

isfaction, humanity's ability to quickly and rapidly adapt has had a profound impact on 

the world. This fact does not, however, necessarily invalidate Moretti's works. They are 

factually accurate. His research is evaluating identifiable components in a grouping of 

works that have previously been categorized—most often by human beings—as related. 

Much can be learned from Moretti's approach, but much is missing. The idea that the plot
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of Shakespeare's Hamlet can be better understood while ignoring soliloquies because they

don't involve speech acts between characters seems incorrect on its face for anyone famil-

iar with the play. Moretti realizes the inherent failures in this enterprise. He knows that 

his choice to restrict analysis only to speech passing between two characters (ignoring the

amount of speech and whom is speaking) removes important elements:

... I just couldn’t find a non-clumsy way to visualize weight and direction; and as a
consequence, the networks in this study were all made by hand, with the very 
simple aim of maximizing visibility by minimizing overlap. (Moretti, Network 3)

Plays and their plots are more complex than speech events. A more pressing ques-

tion emerges for artists though: would you be angry if Moretti and his lab could algorith-

mically identify with certainty the genre in which you wrote, determine the year in which 

your writing style was appropriate, or generate trendy web articles boiling down your 

unique skill set to “the 12 key components of writing like [playwright's name]” that any-

one could follow and indistinguishably write plays just like you? I suspect the answer is a

mixture of fascination and disgust. On the one hand, wouldn't it be wonderful to know 

definitively the elements of the craft. Teaching would be so easy a computer could do it

—so too could anyone willing to follow instructions.

On the other hand, would it still be art? Blogger Mike Mariano, in a seeming fit of 

disgust, wrote what could be a sarcastic template for a future computer algorithm called 

Write Your Own Will Eno Play. Could this template be further extended into something 
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that could actually produce a Will Eno play?38 Just imagine computer algorithms auto-

matically writing plays from a combination of trending twitter hashtags, fan fiction fo-

rums, and the latest internet memes mashed up with public domain texts and U.S. patent 

applications. Would it still be art? 

I assert that many artists would be driven to break Moretti's system by discovering 

new modes, genres, styles, and methods of communicating that could not—at least at that

moment—be generated by computer algorithms. In other words, I suggest that human be-

ings would respond with creativity to algorithmic efforts to categorize and classify human

creativity. Cziksentmihalyi's study of creative people indicates that new creativity em-

anates from a clearly understood domain. In other words, only when human beings truly 

understand a domain (e.g. playwriting) are they able to progress creatively into presently 

unknown areas (e.g. new genres). This breaking from the past is a necessity for creativity 

and cultural growth.

This project's attempt to mathematically evaluate playscripts faces similar difficul-

ties to Moretti's with one additional hurdle: postmodernism in theatre is dreadfully diffi-

cult to define (especially at the level of a playscript). While absurdism's tenets could be 

drawn from Esslin's work39 (who identified the genre), postmodernism came via architec-

ture, theorists, and then finally to the stage. While the tenets were included in the ques-

38 I disagree with Mariano's assertion that what Will Eno writes is reducible to a bullet-point list. My 
master's thesis further explores Eno's unique contributions to playwriting.

39 “...could be...” because the genre of absurdism grew beyond Esslin's initial classifications. 
Categorizations of art are a human convenience rather than an immutable fact.
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tionnaires are appropriate and fair, there is a reason that playwriting textbooks concerning

postmodernism and absurdism are not abundant. The mere existence of postmodern 

tenets does not a postmodern play make. The math is not additive. One plus one may still 

equal one, or sometimes one by itself equals twenty-five. Postmodernism, in particular, 

seems to defy succinct definition so well that its broad, inclusive nature absorbs any at-

tempt to escape it.40

I have confirmed—at least for myself—that art is a very human activity. Art is cre-

ated, experienced, understood, critiqued, and analyzed by human beings in ever-changing

social and psychological frameworks. Recent attempts to algorithmically place value on 

artistic creations or to create art through human-less iteration ultimately ring somewhat 

hollow. Art requires human beings. I grant that this is a strong philosophical statement, 

but it is now one I firmly hold. Despite my love of technology (both within and outside of

this dissertation), the real driving force behind technology's influence on art is the human 

beings who use technology to connect and create more readily than they were able to pre-

viously. The iterations, even of algorithms, are curated and elevated by human beings, 

whether by the artist/programmer or myriad citizens of the internet.

As technology and technologists continue to improve, it seems clear that humanity 

will respond by adaptation.41 Just as the well-made-play format sparked structural forms 

40 I'm aware of so-called post-postmodernism and meta-modernism but cannot find any meaningful 
agreement as to their existence.

41 Nick Bostrom, an Oxford philosophy professor, convincingly argues in his book Superintelligence: 
Paths, Dangers, Strategies that human-level-intelligent technologies will quickly iterate themselves to 

196



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

deviating strongly from the norm, and a computer's defeat of Chess Grandmaster Gary 

Kasparov begat the inexplicable Magnus Carlsen, so too will our future attempts to algo-

rithmically replicate such human arenas spur humanity itself to ever-different methods of 

self-expression. 

There are two perspectives to consider here briefly. Effective algorithms first require

deep human understanding of what is to be automated (e.g. human beings have to have a 

deep understanding of the game of chess in order to write programs capable of effectively

playing humans),42 and second, deep human understanding is the first stage of new inno-

vation (e.g. Magnus Carlsen, growing up playing with both computers and humans, has a 

different playing style never before seen as a result). 

In the context of this dissertation, we do not yet fully comprehend—algorithmically

—the unique combinations of art forms and structures of postmodern plays so that they 

can be replicated or generated by computers. This dissertation has presented some prelim-

inary data from new perspectives in this regard that shows some promise. We are not yet 

culturally at the deep understanding stage, which will, I believe, generate new innova-

tions in structure and form. 

super-human (i.e. superintelligent) technologies. He worries—convincingly—that humans won't be 
able to out-adapt a superintelligent technology. I still believe humanity will respond with adaptation 
even if it is futile.

42 ...or at least programs capable of self-iterating into programs capable of effectively playing humans.
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 Aristotle = Giant

One of the primary conclusions that I have reached in my study is that Aristotle's 

writings about the theatre of his day are extremely important due to their succinct clarity 

regarding what made a successful play at that time. Despite Aristotle's reductive view of 

spectacle and elevation of plot as primary, he made some of the most important and en-

during observations about how humans interact with story told through theatre. He is 

clearly a giant upon whose shoulders all other innovators in dramatic literature stand. 

However, Aristotle still fails to adequately explain the vast majority of contemporary the-

atre. His six categories are still central to even discussing contemporary theatre despite 

the fact that at a granular level his more specific observations miss important tenets of 

more recent plays.43 Aristotle provided a service to humanity and, as Czikzenmihaly out-

lined in his book Creativity, it is extremely important for pioneers in any field to first un-

derstand their fore-bearers in order to more quickly find new ground to make their own 

marks. Aristotle is clearly one of these pioneers that new artists must understand before 

endeavoring to fundamentally change the field. 

One unsurprising conclusion from this dissertation for me personally is the primacy 

and important of Aristotle to the progression of the content and form of all plays, not just 

those borne from or aiming for traditional plays. In fact, throughout this process it was 

practically impossible to avoid the frequent nod to traditional terminology simply to pro-

43 Charles Mee's bobrauschenberbergamerica is just one example as the play is either lacking or severely 
distorting cause-and-effect structure, a protagonist, and other elements central to what Aristotle defined
as a good play.
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vide a baseline from which the exercise itself could depart. Without a rudimentary under-

standing of Aristotle, following the steps in these exercises would be impossible. One 

cannot efficiently speak about plays without using the often loaded language pulled to-

gether by Aristotle. New playwrights would do well to learn that language.

One of the primary difficulties I had with Aristotle was the idea that the highest of 

the six elements of theatre is plot. Historically, plot's placement by Aristotle instituted 

(perhaps necessarily) a focus on organizing the elements of a script to produce the desired

elements he observed and highlighted in “good” plays (e.g. reversal). The knowledge 

Aristotle imparted to humanity through his observations of successful plays created a 

shortcut of sorts for artists to create a working plot. I have often remarked that aiming for 

an Aristotelian plot felt like paint by numbers in visual art, when in the classroom it felt 

like the contours were already there and the artist was just filling in the blanks.44 I have 

recognized that I do not prefer the map of traditional writing structure to the compass of 

non-traditional writing.

 Compass ≥ Map

Joi Ito recently gave a Ted talk titled Want to innovate? Become a "now-ist” that I 

think encapsulates the spirit of what I have learned working on this project. While the 

#2510s Project—like most projects—failed to generate a sustainable amount of outside 

44 It's important to note that this is not true. There is far greater variety in plot than there is in the 
predetermined lines of a paint-by-number set sold at a local art store. Traditional plays, particularly in 
the realm of the classroom, often prevent creative detours through the enforcement of a grade or simply
by labeling such deviations as non-ideal.
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interest during the study period, its focus on iterative action and a strong sense of direc-

tion match what Ito describes as a tenet of a now-ist:

Compass over maps. ... the idea is that the cost of writing a plan or 
mapping something is getting so expensive and it's not very accurate or 
useful. So … instead of trying to come up with the exact plan, we first 
said, oh, let's get Geiger counters. Oh, they've run out. Let's build them. 
There aren't enough sensors. Okay, then we can make a mobile Geiger 
counter. We can drive around. We can get volunteers. We don't have 
enough money. Let's Kickstarter it. We could not have planned this whole 
thing, but by having a very strong compass, we eventually got to where we
were going, and to me it's very similar to agile software development, but 
this idea of compasses is very important.

Ito and his team at Safecast, which crowdsourced and then built tools to track radia-

tion after the Fukushima disaster in Japan, describes how they were not focused on how 

they were going to get there but on where they were headed. In other words, they figured 

it out as they went along instead of planning first. Innovation now comes from iteration, 

not planning.

This sentiment is not far off from Thomas Edison's oft quoted, “Genius is one per-

cent inspiration, ninety-nine percent perspiration.” The innovation is in the doing, not the 

thinking. "… when I have, fully decided that a result is worth getting, I go about it, and 

make trial after trial, until it comes” (“Thomas Edison”). Edison's quotes and Ito's talk 

don't explicitly state that all of this innovation requires lots of error and failure along the 

way to success, but they do make it explicit that deviation from a map is frequently nec-

essary to successfully arrive at your destination. It was postmodern theorist Jean-François
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Lyotard who pointed out that postmodern forms were unrecognizable because the artists 

discover and invent new rules through rule-less creation precisely in order to discover 

them (46). Reverse-engineering the rules is a process that inherently means that there is 

not a complete set of rules the writer is following. Artists, critics, and others reconstruct 

the rules based on the work(s) which resulted from the artistic process(es). This reverse-

engineering is exactly what Aristotle did for the plays of his time, and what we should be 

doing today.

 Flow > Blocks

Writer's block exists. Some writers are better or worse at dealing with blocks, and 

when pressed most writers say that their craft doesn't always come easy. This dissertation 

set out to explore and conquer that difficulty. Personal experience had indicated that hav-

ing fun and setting a firm and proximate timeline helped. In some ways the entire project 

consisted of creating exercises in a framework that I felt might have an effect on the re-

sulting work followed by setting a tight timeline to complete the writing. The project was 

certainly successful from this standpoint.

The concept of flow quickly became very important to my understanding of how hu-

man beings thrived creatively. It is important to make a task challenging enough to be ac-

complished, but not so easy that it is boring. Czikzentmihalyi wrote convincingly about 

this point, and it was echoed in other works as well as other psychology literature. One of

Jane McGonigal's points in her book Reality is Broken was that games exemplify the cen-
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tral tenets related to flow. In other words, good games produce flow. This knowledge has 

created careers for psychologists with gaming companies exhibiting questionable ethics. 

Their focus is on better engaging people (producing flow state) to spend time and money 

with a digital process that produces very little and likely detracts those players from more

meaningful human endeavors. McGonigal's call-to-action is simple: make real life more 

like a great game. Tenets of gaming produce flow, and directing that flow towards mean-

ingful accomplishments makes life great. If we hearkened back to Aristotle, we might say

that flow amplifies the development and execution of being excellent (i.e. virtue). 

This project confirmed the importance of treating work like a game. My work on 

this entire project emanates from my general approach to life (akin to my personal life 

theory) that anything can be fun if framed appropriately. Psychologists call this refram-

ing. I started by exploring areas of interest (other art forms) in the context of a primary 

area of interest (playwriting) for the purpose of resolving experienced and witnessed 

learning difficulties (e.g. inefficacy of Aristotle on contemporary forms) through game-

like objectives (i.e. exercises; #2510s Project) shared through a free-culture license I sup-

port (i.e. Creative Commons BY-SA and the GNU Public licenses). Throughout, I set up 

obstacles I was confident I would be able to knock down with great effort. I tracked my 

progress on a daily basis through journaling, writing, and a prominent checklist. Flow is a

central component to writing in general.
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 Writing ≠ Linear

Contemporary playwriting is not a linear process. While traditional playscripts 

strongly encourage (and ultimately require) plot-based planning, contemporary plays of-

ten emerge from far less linear processes. These plays may, but need not, start with plot. I

believe strongly that contemporary plays make use of elements from other art forms not 

only due to the process their writers sometimes take, but also because of the product their

writing sometimes produces.

While Charles Mee speaks a great deal about stealing from the structures of ancient 

plays, his plays contain cul-de-sacs, roundabouts, and other aberrations missing from 

those extant works. These clear differences often emerge from elements strongly borne 

from other art forms. 

Mee's play bobrauchenbergamerica was borne as much from visual art concepts ob-

served in Rauchenberg's work as it was from Anne Bogart's Viewpoint-driven style of di-

recting. Mee's openness to this process formed the work as much as his own writing. bo-

brauchenbergamerica exists without plot when viewed from an Aristotelian viewpoint. 

The main character either doesn't appear in the play (Rauchenberg), or has been described

by some to be Rauchenberg's infrequently seen mother as she brings everyone together 

and links the subject matter to the play's namesake. Arguments can be made, but they are 

akin to hammering square pegs into round holes. In Mee's case above, this contemporari-

ness was not due solely to a specific exercise he applied alone while writing, but an ac-
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tive process he allowed others to explore freely with his often unfinished writing (or lists)

as a template.

These contemporary plays are not primarily the result of an intricate plot meeting 

Aristotle's observations of a great work, but instead are the result of trial and error—labor

and failure. How these works are created greatly influences how they are ultimately told 

on the page and the stage.

While the experiential evidence is hard to come by from the small sample sizes I ex-

plored both with student work and my own writing in the #2510s Project, the other re-

search in this dissertation combined with the heartening evidence from the responses 

leads me to believe that the general theory—that the inclusion of concepts from other art 

forms create more contemporary plays—is correct. More research needs to be done and I 

hope that this dissertation can serve as one starting point for further study.

 Attention ≈ Success

I chose to distribute the plays and solicit feedback through a public website for a va-

riety of reasons. Primarily, I wanted to mirror the technological changes in distribution 

that I believe necessitate the creation of these exercises in the first place. Secondarily, the 

web allows a graduate student like me to release plays and exercises to the world at little 

cost and great speed, so in addition to using a contemporary form of distribution it was 

also practical. I was also able to set up a system for quickly soliciting feedback from the 
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public using freely available data collection tools. Lastly, I was interested in seeing what 

effect the distribution method would have in tandem with a non-commercial Creative 

Commons License on the utilization of the exercises and plays. The hope was that people 

would engage with the content and the ideas to generate feedback, support, and progress. 

Attention is hard to come by. The word “viral” is thrown around loosely with regard 

to content online. The web has seen the analytic-driven move toward A/B testing to create

the perfect image/text/placement combination to drive traffic for advertisers. Artist Nina 

Paley outlines the bygone past of easy internet success for content creators:

A few years ago, if you put anything halfway decent online it would 
spread like a virus. The online memosphere was less colonized than it is 
today. Of course there will still be “viral” content, but it has a lot more to 
compete with today: all the other viral content. Imagine if you released 
something of today’s quality online 10 years ago. It would have spread 
further and faster back then, because attention wasn’t already consumed 
by vast amounts of other quality content. On the other hand, the internet 
itself was much smaller 10 years ago—fewer people had access to it—so 
overall reach of a viral success could have been lower in absolute terms. 
(Paley, Linear) 

My approach to spreading this project was small. I placed text on the front of the 

website to introduce the project, asked for feedback, and explained the permissive Cre-

ative Commons License I used for my plays. I released one play each weekday for a 

month to the public in a contemporary manner. Each day I uploaded that day's script and 

provided a link to the appropriate feedback form. This became a daily ritual.
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Despite the public nature of the website, the number of visitors remained small. I 

was correct to be concerned about so much material in written form being a difficult draw

in the world of the internet. Images dominate. Plaintext pages are far more welcome than 

the large PDF downloads I shared. One lesson learned: when I approach this issue again 

I'll make the text available via HTML in the browser rather than opting for PDF files re-

quiring a download. While the latter is beautiful, it requires an additional step in the 

process and few people will print the work.

The rapidly increasing/descending traffic to the website is best described in the fol-

lowing graph:

Visitors came with initial interest and it quickly waned. I received a limited amount 

of feedback, presumably due to the low volume of readers. Looking back it may have 
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been best to encourage reading only one of the plays and providing feedback instead of 

asking for people to commit to reading fifty or more pages before filling out a question-

naire. The resulting play collection was three hundred and thirty-three pages long: a large 

time commitment.

Artist Nina Paley directed me toward a useful metric in evaluating the impact of an 

artwork called “attention economics.” The idea is that the attention that the artist puts into

a work of art breaks even when any number of individuals collectively have spent the 

same amount of attention with the resulting artwork. Anything beyond breaking even is 

an attention profit and anything below is an attention deficit (Paley, Attention). 

The attention investment in the writing portion of the #2510s project is approxi-

mately 200 hours (i.e. 8 hours times 5 days times 5 weeks). In order to estimate the atten-

tion economics, I need to estimate the amount of time readers spent consuming the result-

ing works. Wikipedia notes that, “The average adult reads prose text at 250 to 300 words 

per minute” (“Words per Minute”). The total word count of all of the scripts is approxi-

mately 39,300. This results in a reasonable estimate for reading time at 143 minutes (or 2 

hours and 23 minutes). With these numbers in place it is possible to estimate the number 

of full-project readers needed to break even at 84. This doesn't turn out to be very many 

readers. If ever one of these plays is performed, the audience would each count toward 

the total as well (though I'm aware of no productions at present).
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The website I used for distribution kept track of the number of times each individual

script was downloaded. This totals to 270 scripts, each individual script averaging an at-

tention investment of  5.71 minutes of reading time for a total of ~25.72 hours of invest-

ment. This assumes—incorrectly—that every downloaded script was read. The profes-

sional respondents together accounted for ~19.05 attention hours in total. Adding the time

for professional respondents and students comes to a reasonable total of attention earned: 

~44.78 hours.

My attention investment was ~200 hours. My earned attention is estimated at ~44.78

hours. By these calculations the #2510s project is in the red with an attention deficit of 

~155.22 hours. The exercises, however, were used for at least two semesters at Texas 

Tech University by graduate and undergraduate students. They were also used by me per-

sonally. Their development time was not tracked efficiently, but I'm confident that the at-

tention hours of those exercises are in the black. 

I find this method of evaluating art more satisfying than the science or math that 

have been attempted by myself and others. While it carries obvious flaws, it is an elegant 

metric in that it evaluates one form of impact. Thus far the impact has been small, but 

what will come from the remixes?
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 Future Work

I would be lying if I closed this dissertation with a clear outline of how any aspect of

this work would be used in the future. One often overlooked aspect of human beings is 

how dreadfully bad we are at predicting the future (e.g. Valenti's warning that the VCR 

would destroy an entire industry). When combined with how much faster things are 

changing now due to technology (e.g. the first iPhone is only 7 years old as I type this) I 

can't claim any specific knowledge of future uses. If any part of this work is used in the 

future it is safest to state that I can't reasonably predict what, how, or even why it would 

be used then. What I am more comfortable describing is how I hope this work will be 

used in the future.

 The Classroom

Voice

First and foremost I hope that this work will provide a voice for at least some stu-

dents' thoughts and experiences. I also hope that it is able to effectively communicate 

those thoughts and experiences to inspire teachers present and future to tackle the dous-

ing of sparks in new and exciting ways.

Acceptance

I also hope that this dissertation can help both teachers and students value and come 

to accept different methods of writing. The hyper-focus on plot and seeming necessity of 

approaching it with a pre-planning method left me confused and ambivalent about writing
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at times when I was a student. I started to believe that there was a “right way” to write, 

despite personal experience and evidence to the contrary (e.g. Mee and Bogart's collabo-

ration).

Exploration

I hope that teachers can have the trust—and students can have the opportunity—to 

seriously explore many different methods of writing, exercises, and other personal experi-

ments. This includes Aristotle, Shakespeare, Suzan-Lori Parks, Charles Mee; more re-

moved concepts like Negative Space, Contraction and Release, and Polyrythm; and other

combinations of personal interest and craft (e.g. Software Art).

 The Exercises

I believe the exercises have the greatest direct opportunity for continued use and ex-

ploration. I hope to create more exercises (for myself and others) derived from ever-more 

disparate areas of interest.

I hope that the current exercises derived from other art forms are discovered, down-

loaded, and employed. I hope they are forked45, remixed, and improved.

45 This is a term more common in software development where an entire code base is copied and 
developed independent of the original project from that point forward. There is quite literally a fork in 
the road where one thing becomes two (and on and on). Free/Libre software and Creative Commons 
free-culture licenses explicitly allow this form of simultaneous development.
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I hope that these exercises inspire others with different interests (e.g. quantum com-

puting) to exapt their interests in service to playwriting and share their exercises freely 

with others.

 The Questionnaires

I hope to further validate the efficacy of the professional questionnaires used in this 

dissertation by turning them onto works accepted to be absurd or postmodern. For exam-

ple, what would the average score for Mee's bobrauchenbergamerica, Beckett's Waiting 

for Godot, or Parks' Venus be after being evaluated by 30+ professional respondents? De-

spite my general skepticism concerning the future-oriented version of Moretti's work (i.e.

computer-written, Pulitzer prize-winning playscripts), I'm fascinated by the idea that his 

work could reveal connections and similarities between a collection of human-identified 

works that could serve as a mathematically sound basis for identifying possible past 

tenets. What if the tenets they observe are substantially different from the ones human 

critics identified as a reason for grouping them together? Fascinating.

 The Plays

I hope that the plays break even in the attention economy.

 Intellectual Property Laws

I hope society reexamines IP laws. Specifically, I hope we rewrite copyright law 

from the original perspective that copyright is a limited monopoly (i.e. a temporary, nec-

211



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

essary evil) that is not primarily for the benefit of artists, corporations, and heirs, but for 

the benefit of the public (in the form of a vigorous, vibrant, and varied public domain).

 Categorization

I hope that through these reevaluations we can—as a culture—experiment more 

rapidly with more familiar content and finally escape postmodernism and embrace what-

ever wonderful movements come next.
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Appendix A: #2510 Exercises

 Music

Incorporating ideas, structures, and styles of music within theatrical production is 

one of the many ways contemporary artists craft their plays. While the concept of music 

in theatre appears in Aristotle's Poetics, more contemporary artists are making musicality 

a dominant part of the plays they craft. Suzan-Lori Parks has spoken about the influence 

of Jazz music on the structure of her plays and the particular dramaturgical styles she has 

developed as a result. Many of Samuel Beckett's works incorporated a distinct musicality 

that has been noted and exploited in many successful productions from his use of a coda 

in Play to his rhythmic written requirements of action in Happy Days, Waiting for Godot, 

and others. Even Will Eno, the “Samuel Beckett for the Jon Stewart generation,” has 

written a libretto and clearly exploits the cadence of speech in all of his plays with an oft 

noted virtuosity. Jenny Schwartz's God's Ear is another clear example of cadence over 

other historically-dominant elements of form, and the work of Robert Wilson would be 

difficult to discuss without noting the overt musicality of his theatrical productions.

Chord: Disrupt

The jazz chord substitutions in a country song... that was another thing 
that bent people's ears. I guess that my favorites are the unique ones. It's 
not how fast you play. It's that unique blending of different stuff I'm most 
proud of. ~Brian Setzer
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You can't always write a chord ugly enough to say what you want to say, 
so sometimes you have to rely on a giraffe filled with whipped cream. 
~Frank Zappa

Quick Sketch

Utilize the musical concept of the Chord to explore multiple facets of a single char-

acter and/or add another layer to your script in order to enrich its resonance.

When to Use

During an early rewrite, to combat writer's block, or to resurrect an unsuccessful 

script from the grave.

Playing the Chord

A chord can be defined as "three or more pitches sounded simultaneously or func-

tioning as if sounded simultaneously." There are many types of chords: Major and Minor, 

inversions (six-three or six-four chord), Augmented, sixth, ninth, diminished triad. So 

many, in fact, that any combination of three or more pitches can be described as a chord. 

Any chord can add or change a single note and become another chord. This is the element

we will be playing with in this exercise.

Some chords sound good to our ears while others sound dissonant or discordant. 

Typically, the lowest pitch in the given chord is known as the root of the chord (think of 

the bass guitar or bass beats in popular music). This root is the "fundamental or generat-

ing pitch of [the] triad or chord." Put simply, it is the reason we can call the combination 

of the pitches G, B, and D a G Major Chord (as the other notes are rooted in G). This is 
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an excellent site that explains a lot of these concepts in a aural and visual way: 

http://www.sfskids.org/ If you visit the site be sure to see how a few simple changes in 

single notes can have drastic changes in mood, feeling, emotion, and other perceivable ar-

eas.

The Exercise

I'm giving two examples of how the concept of the chord might lead us to a useful 

exercise for a playwright.

CHARACTER-CHORD 

1. Take your main character and consider her as if she is a chord. 

2. Which three (or more) pitches is she composed of? 

3. These could be life events, ticks, gestures, scars, emotional states, personality traits,

etc... 

4. Rewrite your scene and show at least three (if not more) of these pitches at the same

time (to produce a "character-chord"). 

5. If the scene begins to lull or stall add another pitch or change an existing pitch. 

6. Does this result in consonance or dissonance? 

HINT: Two quick ways to think of this (there are surely more):

a) You choose different things from different areas that 
might produce a harmonious character-chord.
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History: Abusive parents 
Physical: Scar on one eye—no depth 
perception 
Personality: Doesn't trust authority figures 

b) You choose conflicting concepts in a single area to 
produce a discordant character-chord.

Personality: Loves eating sweets. 
Personality: Driven into an uncontrollable 
rage at the sight of overweight people. 
Personality: Physically breaks down after 
vomiting when in the presence of jelly 
beans. 

DISRUPT 

1. The goal is not to destroy your original play but to add another 

layer, another pitch, that your characters have to deal with (change the 

chord of your play slightly while keeping the root note). 

2. Rewrite your scene and add a character (or other element: setting, 

time period, etc.) that will intentionally disrupt the basic sound and/or 

mood of the play you wrote the first time without simply tweaking existing

dialogue or looking back at your original scene. 

HINT: A quick couple of ways to think about this in terms of character 
(there are many other ways and areas):

a) If you've written a comedy add a hopelessly melancholic
or tragic character. 
b) If you've written a tragedy add a very funny fool. 
c) If you've written a family friendly piece add a foul-
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mouthed uncle. 
d) If you've written a piece about idiots add an academic.

Reflect

At this point you've completed the exercise and you should have perceived a change 

in the script. Depending on which version you choose to explore from above you either 

have a new character or element or an added pitch in an existing character. Whether you 

believe this rewrite is an improvement or not you've forced your characters to deepen by 

engaging with something new (whether inside or outside of themselves). Did you create a

new chord never before sounded in the history of humanity? Maybe. Either way—you 

should have a better grasp of the root.

References

• SFkids.org 

• Chord 

• Consonance and Dissonance 

• Discordant 

• Quotes 

• Harvard Musicians Dictionary 

• Guitar Chords 

Think it Out

As for the actual writing process...this may not be helpful at all, but my 
only creative process is to just sit and think, think, think. :) Melodies and 
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chords come pretty darn easily to me, so generating them takes very little 
time and they tend to finish themselves quite quickly. I don't even need to 
be near an instrument when that happens; it all sort of takes place in my 
head. ~Mary Bichner

Quick Sketch

Get away from your instrument (keyboards, pencils, paper, etc.) and utilize your cre-

ative mind to analyze and re-realize your composition.

When to Use

At any point in the writing process.

I find this most helpful after I've just read a complete early draft in order 
to avoid minor adjustments to language & punctuation and instead focus 
on the much larger picture, solving problems as I recall them from my 
reading.

Think it Out

Mary Bichner is a Philadelphia composer and performer. She has the skill perfect 

pitch as well as the rare neurological condition synesthesia. Basically, she perceives col-

ors when she hears musical notes. As one article notes "'Perfect pitch' sorta means you 

can see the code, Matrix-style." Now she works with Arts in Motion as a composer work-

ing with at risk youth. She also records music under the name Box Five and recently re-

leased the album Leave the Earth Behind. She specializes in what she calls "classipop," 

which is Brit-rock hooks in Mozart-inspired chord progressions.

Tunes often get stuck in your head. They appear suddenly and stick until they myste-

riously leave. You can walk out of the house humming a tune and keep humming it all the
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way down the street. Plays don't tend to stick like that very often and certainly not in the 

same way. Mary's advice from above makes sense in the context of music. Hum a tune 

and keep humming past it (create more, refine, etc.) but how could this apply to playwrit-

ing? Playwrights often get lost in words and lost at a keyboard. This is especially true of 

us inclined towards the romantic process: creation and innovation happen at the keyboard

or with pen in hand (not in our creative minds or in outlines). This exercise forces you out

of writing and into thinking.

The Exercise

1. Put away your keyboard, your computer, your music player your head-

phones, etc. 

2. Sit or pace (or do some other repetitive non-thought inducing physical ac-

tivity) and think. Think through your scene and play it in your head. (Repeat this 

stage as necessary).—10 minutes minimum (feel free to take more time). 

3. Go get a single note card (or post-it) and jot down what you think are the: 

• Strengths46 of your play 

• Weaknesses of your play 

• Opportunities for your play 

• Threats to your play 

46 In order to stimulate your thoughts I've borrowed the SWOT analysis strategic planning method from 
the business world. Feel free to replace this with something else. It was chosen because it is fairly 
straight forward and useful.
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4. Keep sitting and thinking. Play your scene in your head again with your 

brief notes in mind. (Repeat this stage as necessary).—10 minutes minimum (feel 

free to take more time). 

5. Rewrite your scene using only your new thoughts and your small card with

jotted notes. Do not look at your original scene while doing this rewrite. 

Reflect

At this point you should have finished a (perhaps quite long) period of thinking 

about your play. Hopefully this thinking was fruitful and produced another draft of your 

script with improvements and progression. Hopefully this was a restful (instead of stress-

ful) time with your play. Removing your instrument of writing and simply thinking can 

produce results that would likely not have occurred pen-in-hand. Hopefully they were 

positive. Press on.

References

• Synesthesia (Wikipedia) 

• CityPaper.net 

• Box Five's   Leave the Earth Behind 

• SWOT Analysis 

Polyrhythm

Quick Sketch

Use the musical concept of Polyrhythm to re-imagine your play.
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When to Use

At a point in the process when much is already clear.

Polyrhythm

Polyrhythm is "The simultaneous use of two or more rhythms that are not readily 

perceived as deriving from one another or as simple manifestations of the same meter..." 

Avoiding a technical description, instead view a 3 against 4 polyrhythm on YouTube, and 

a 5/4 over 4/4 as well.

NOTE: Seriously, go watch them now. Words are inadequate.

So, one way to think of polyrhythm is as two or more rhythms existing at the same 

time and in the same span of time. What it creates is a somewhat syncopated rhythm that 

feels more unique and interesting than the tried and true 4/4 of the vast majority of pop 

music. What this exercise asks you to do is to use the idea of a polyrhythm to structure & 

dictate the order and flow of your play.

Exercise

1. Re-read your play. 

2. Value each character in your play with a number between 1 (they speak 

very little) and 5 (they speak a lot). 

3. Multiply all the numbers together (e.g. 1x3x4 = 12) 

4. Create a chart:
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• The number of columns is equal to the number you calculated in 

step #3. 

• The number of rows is equal to the number of characters (e.g. 3 

characters in our example) 

5. For each character, divide the number you calculated in step #3 by the 

value you gave the character in step #2 (e.g. 12/3 = 4) 

• Equally space that many "X's" between the number of columns (see

example below:)

NOTE: Each character will have an "X" in the first 
column.

6. Treat "X's" as moments when characters speak, and empty columns as mo-

ments when there are stage directions. 

7. Move left to right through the columns as many times as necessary to 

complete your play. You will encounter a repetitious structure. 

From our example chart: 

• On line one, everyone says a line (at the same time). 
• Lines 2 & 3 (in this example) are both stage directions of 

some sort. 
• Line 4 is Char Val=4's line. 
• Line 5 is Char Val=3's line... and so on... 
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8. Embrace the dictated structure and rewrite what you wanted to write until 

you've finished. 

Reflect

Hopefully you were able to feel a new flow to your dialogue and scene. Did it seem 

accurate? Did the characters need to speak more? Less? When they spoke at the same 

time was that useful? Productive? Instructive? At any rate, you've utilized a complex re-

peating structure for your dialogue and employed it effectively. How might that fit in with

your goals on your current project? 

References

• Polyrhythms: 3 against 4 and 4 against 3 

• 5/4 over 4/4 

• Mutant Bass: Potent Polyrhythms 

• Convergence by Jonny Greenwood 

• Weird Fishes by Radiohead 

• The difference between Polymeters and Polyrhythms 

• "POLYRHYTHMS"... an Introduction ( for all musicians ) 

Drone

Quick Sketch

Have at least two constant notes throughout your scene.
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When to Use

Anytime.

Drone

It sounds like a negative word. A bad phrase. To drone on. Something that you want 

to get away from. A person you don't want to listen to. That really awful PowerPoint pre-

sentation given by that one consultant brought in for long meetings to talk about buzz-

words with lots of one-note buzzing. An endless repetition. 

In music, however, a drone is a useful concept employed not only in compositional 

works, but even in individual instruments. There are a wide variety of reasons one might 

use a drone. The drone can be employed to ground the work throughout the piece as a 

drone is an ever-present note throughout. The clearest example of a drone is the bagpipe. 

While notes can certainly be played, there are other notes that constantly "drone" without 

needing to be consciously played. Those notes just are. The instrument itself drones, and 

that makes it recognizable.

One of the constant calls in so-called traditional playwriting is that characters must 

change. This is often referred to as a character arch (though there are other terms). Often 

this idea of change is embedded into the very core of what it means to write a play. This 

exercise forces you to have at least two constant notes.

The Exercise

There are many ways to think about this. Here are some that I've employed.
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1. Re-read your original script (if there is one). 

2. Designate two characters to be drones. This can mean many things: 

• They do not change during the course of the play but are ever-

present throughout. 

• They repeat something with great frequency throughout the play 

â€” never altering. 

• They act in unison throughout the play, but with competing desires.

• As a team, they support (or oppose) the more changeable wander-

ings of the other characters. 

3. Rewrite the scene (or create a scene) using these ideas. 

Reflect

Now that you've droned your way to a play do you feel changed or unchanged. Are 

your characters changed for the better or for the worse? Is the structural change for good 

or for ill? Will you drone again?

References

• Drone (Wikipedia) 

• Hulusi 

• Pipes 

• Hurdy Gurdy 
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Subchord

Quick Sketch

Swap out one of your characters functionally for another. See what transpires.

When to Use

When you already have a first draft. Additionally, when other methods have failed, 

you're at your wits end, or you'd just like to ask yourself "what if."

Substitution

"A chord that can be substituted for another while retaining its harmonic function," 

is a substitution chord according to the Harvard Concise Dictionary of Music and Musi-

cians. In general, the idea is that the chord is not uncomplimentary to what surrounds it. It

doesn't stand out. It fits, but it does change things contextually. 

Unlike the Chord exercise previously, this exercise asks you to not simply change 

one of the notes within a chord—a meaningful but overall subtle change—or even add a 

new note to an existing chord—altering the feeling, but not the root—this exercise asks 

you to completely replace the existing chord with a completely different chord. It asks 

you to replace a character and try to retain largely the same overall play.

Exercise

1. Re-read your script 

2. Remove one of your characters and replace them with a new character that

retains the general function of the previous character.
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The function retained can be plot based or anything else.

3. Re-write your script and see how this changes your script. 

Reflect

Changing one of the characters in your play is difficult. Perhaps you'd grown at-

tached to the domineering attitude of Blake the Unshaven Heathen and you're understand-

ably hesitant to replace good old Blake with the agile Bambi the Brainy Barbie of Subur-

bia. (Or, perhaps it didn't work at all). But perhaps—just perhaps—you encountered a 

change in another character that led to something interesting. Perhaps you found a mo-

ment, a line, a scene, a feeling or otherwise that you'd can't imagine not including in your 

final draft.

References

• The Harvard Concise Dictionary of Music and Musicians 

• Piano Chord Progressions: The Mysterious Tri-Tone Chord Substitution 

 Visual Art

Visual Art's relationship to more contemporary theatrical works is clear and has only

grown over the past century. Some of the growth is no doubt due to technology's ever-ex-

panding effect on what is possible to depict on the stage, but the stylistic elements of Vis-

ual Art have enabled a postmodern vision of non-postmodern texts for decades. Audi-

ences saw old texts through the lens of postmodern stage designs as that art form moved 

more quickly into postmodernism than did theatre.
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Negative Space

Notice the negative space as shapes in their own right.
~Dr. Fehr

Quick Sketch

Utilize the Visual Art concept of Negative Space to refocus your play and strengthen

your edges.

When to Use

During a rewrite, to combat writer's block, or to resurrect an unsuccessful script 

from the grave.

This functions as a perspective switcher for me, so if you're needing a set 
of fresh eyes, this might help.

The Negative Spaces

Negative space, in art, is the space around and between the subject(s) of an
image. Negative space may be most evident when the space around a 
subject, and not the subject itself... Negative space can be used to depict a 
subject in a chosen medium by showing everything around the subject but 
not the subject itself. ...give equal attention to the positive and negative 
shapes [and] the result is often a much more accurate [depiction].

If you are in the early stages of writing a script it is entirely possible that you haven't

fully explored the potential of the characters, situations, actions, and/or other elements of 

your script that you relegated (literally) to the background in order to obtain that cher-

ished first draft. Perhaps you were overly focused on the story line, or the plot twist, or 

the background story, or the main character, or the theme, or the sound effect of the wind 

that whistled outside the creaky window. Thinking in terms of negative space can reveal 
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the currently under-formed (unfocused/blurry) parts of the world you've created. Most of 

the time a script contains many references (explicit or not) to realities outside the bounds 

of the conversations or actions happening on the page: a girlfriend away at work, a de-

ceased father-in-law, a potted plant. Perhaps your focus was on the story itself instead of 

the characters. Perhaps your focus was on poetic language at the expense of clear mean-

ing. Perhaps your focus was on a somber mood instead of on rhythm. Put simply, nega-

tive space means the parts you weren't intentionally trying to write (but were partially 

formed anyway).

The Exercise

1. Re-read your entire scene. 

2. Take note of what is dominant (character, structure, story, language, etc...).

3. Take note of what is not dominant (character, structure, story, language, 

etc...). 

4. Hide away your original scene (completely out of view—do not look at it 

during this exercise). 

5. Decide on a feature that you didn't initially think was (or treat as) domi-

nant and re-write the scene presuming that it is dominant. Focus on your newly 

selected dominant element while rewriting the scene. 
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Reflect

At this point you've completed the exercise and you should have perceived a change 

in the script. Hopefully you've taken a non-dominant element in your first draft and ex-

plored it fully. Perhaps this added something unique to your perceptions about your play 

and perhaps it didn't. Either way you should have a clearer focus not only of the lines 

drew in your first draft but also of the lines you hope to draw. Happy writing.

References

• Dr. Dennis Fehr 

• Negative Space (Wikipedia) 

• Negative Space (About) 

• Perception (Wikipedia) 

Blatantly Copy

Blatantly copy. ~ Dr. Dennis Fehr

Blatantly Copy?

The prevalence of "copying" can be traced all the way back through human history. 

Even Aristotle in his defense of theatre said: 

...the instinct of imitation is implanted in man from childhood, one 
difference between him and other animals being that he is the most 
imitative of living creatures, and through imitation learns his earliest 
lessons; and no less universal is the pleasure felt in things imitated 
(Poetics).
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Since imitation is such a core difference in human beings we should rethink the no-

tion of "originality." 

Copyright law, however, has disrupted this natural inclination in the past century. 

Copyright law is a system that was intended to balance the rights of creators with the 

rights of the public. Many consumers and lawyers (like Larry Lessig) believe that copy-

right law has shifted far too far towards the content owners (most often not the artist but a

corporation) and too far away from the public (an attack on fair use and a shrinking pub-

lic domain). Retroactive extensions of copyright have prevented generations of artistic 

production from entering into the public domain (if not for the 1976 Copyright Act, for 

instance, Beckett's own English translation of Waiting for Godot would have entered the 

public domain Jan 1, 2011). 

Artist/Activist Nina Paley, in her brief and wonderful Cult of Originality, says 

"Nothing is original. For a work to have meaning, it must use language—it must "make 

sense." It needs to work with memes already living in the host mind: language, images, 

melodies, patterns. It can't be wholly original. It can hardly be original at all." In short, all

creative work is derivative. Creative work builds on what came before it. This is even 

more evident in the emerging remix culture seen on the internet. The idea of copying 

(something that all artists have done—probably to learn) should free you from the heavy 

burden of being original. 
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What does that mean for a playwright?

Playwrights have a history of being abused for their works. the difficulty concerning

extensions to copyright's intention of limited monopoly, the issue of "originality," and the 

nature of artistic progression, however, the act of copying must be reevaluated for the 

present. A modern approach, in my opinion, is that of playwright Charles Mee. All of 

Mee's plays are available for reading, for free, on his website. The following is a note on 

his "about" page:

Please feel free to take the plays from this website and use them freely as a
resource for your own work: that is to say, don't just make some cuts or 
rewrite a few passages or re-arrange them or put in a few texts that you 
like better, but pillage the plays as I have pillaged the structures and 
contents of the plays of Euripides and Brecht and stuff out of Soap Opera 
Digest and the evening news and the internet, and build your own, entirely
new, piece—and then, please, put your own name to the work that results.

Mee recognizes both the existence and importance of the remix culture Lessig de-

scribed in his book, Remix. It honors the idea of copying as a valuable activity for artists. 

Mee goes on to state, "There is no such thing as an original play." He notes, "None of the 

classical Greek plays were original: they were all based on earlier plays or poems or 

myths. And none of Shakespeare's plays are original: they are all taken from earlier 

work." So much for our romantic idea of artistic creation. Mee recognizes that there is a 

rich history of culture building upon itself. In short: you are not burdened with the roman-

tic idea of creation. What you create need not be new. Go forth and "pillage" what already

exists47.

47  If you're concerned about using copyrighted works, be sure to check out Patricia Aufderheide & Peter 
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Exercise

1. Re-read your entire scene. 

2. Get out a piece of paper (or a word processor) and: 

• Think of something you've seen or heard anywhere in your life that

your play makes you think of and write it down (could be a line, a scenic 

element, a sound effect, a setting, etc...). 

• Select some text (lines, speeches, paragraphs of exposition, etc) 

from any of the below links under Public Domain (best if you choose at 

least some text you are entirely unfamiliar with). Add the text to your piece

of paper. 

• Write down the name of an historical person or some of the lyrics 

to a song (note: not necessarily Public Domain). 

• Take a random paragraph from the Daily Toreador or Avalanche-

Journal (note: Probably not Public Domain). 

3. Make sure that at least two of these elements are added to your script (but 

more would be great). 

4. Hide away your original scene (completely out of view—do not look at it 

during this exercise). 

5. Rewrite your scene with your new items from existing sources. 

Jaszi's book Reclaiming Fair Use. The Fair Use exception to copyright law has been underutilized in 
their eyes. Artists like you can strengthen Fair Use by employing it in your works under Best Practices 
described in the book and available on the Center for Social Media's website.
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Notes

• Do not worry about retaining the entirety of the original script (that's why 

you've hidden it). While it is somewhat important that you try to write the same 

scene it is equally important that you let these new elements affect your play. 

• Do not worry about the outcome (it doesn't need to be good—you're ex-

ploring). 

• This isn't like a Whose Line is it Anyway? skit—imagine that your charac-

ter(s) is actually saying the new lines that you're putting in their mouth(s). Same 

for the other element(s). 

• Do focus one re-writing (as in re-imagining) the core of the material in a 

new way. 

• Do focus on how your newly added material affects the characters, setting,

dialogue, mood, etc... 

Some Public Domain Material

The below are mainly to entice you to the possibilities of using the Public Domain 

(and certainly the importance of having a Public Domain)48.

48  Between the time when I created and employed this exercise, and the time I'm finally releasing it 
publicly, there has been a horrifying shift in the stability of the Public Domain. There are many places 
to read about this, but I just want to you be aware. This TechDirt article is a good place to start: "The 
key point in the case was questioning whether or not the US could take works out of the public domain 
and put them under copyright."—Supreme Court Chooses SOPA/PIPA Protest Day To Give A Giant 
Middle Finger To The Public Domain
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Main Sources

• Archive.org: http://www.archive.org/ 

• Project Gutenberg: http://www.gutenberg.org/wiki/Main_Page 

Some Material from those Sources

• Aeschylus 

• Aristophanes 

• Euripides 

• Sophocles 

• Shakespeare 

• Moliere 

• Aristotle 

• Aesop 

• Grimm's Fairy Tales 

• Edgar Allan Poe 

• Mark Twain 

• James Joyce 

• Jane Austin 

• Abraham Lincoln 

• John Fitzgerald Kennedy 
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• The Canterbury Tales 

• The Jungle Book 

• Peter Pan 

• The Communist Manifesto 

• The Wizard of Oz 

• Don Quijote 

• Presidential Recordings 

• Public Domain Sounds 

• Public Domain Music 

Some References (Not Necessarily Public Domain)

• Dr. Dennis Fehr 

• Lawrence Lessig TEDx Talk 

• Obama "Hope" Poster 

• Public Domain Day 

• Jeff Koons Claim 

• The Cult of Originality 

• All Creative Work is Derivative 

• Lawrence Lessig's   Remix 

• The Cambridge Introduction to Theatre Historiography 
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• Dramatists Guild   Bill of Rights 

• Copywrighting the Wrongs 

• Charles Mee's   Remaking Project 

• Reclaiming Fair Use 

• TechDirt 

Choices

Your job as an artist is about making choices. To go more to the point, 
your ONLY job as an artist is about making choices. ~Bill Wadman

Quick Sketch

Some of your work, ideas, and/or art is bad. Get rid of it and show us the good stuff 

by choosing!

When to Use

At any point in the process.

Choose

American portrait photographer Bill Wadman wrote a great post to his On Taking 

Pictures blog titled "Choices Are Your Job as an Artist" recently. He bemoans what the 

ease of taking and storing photographs has allowed in the digital age: noise. He's not talk-

ing about loudness or about the fuzzy pixelation often seen in nighttime photographs. In-

stead, he is talking about the hard drives and photo streams filled with twenty pictures of 

essentially the same moment and the frequent blurry shots kept "just in case." The conse-
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quence of cheap and prevalent gear (included on every phone), cheap storage (as digital 

files), and easy dissemination (via the internet) is that there is a lot of "noise" instead of 

editing and choosing (which he notes is an artists real job).

While this is clearly an issue with internet era photography (where one could take 

and release thousands of photographs each day if they desired), the idea of making 

choices and being selective applies to all art and artists. Do you have more signal, or 

more noise?

The Exercise

Making choices has the prerequisite of having multiple somethings to choose be-

tween. We're going to quickly create some versions of your script to choose from.

1. Re-read your script. 

2. List three positive things about your script. 

3. List three negative things about your script. 

4. For each negative thing about your script quickly propose an alternative 

positive (location, characteristic, whatever). 

5. Spend two minutes working out how that change would affect your script 

(and try to keep the positives). 

• If one of the three variations seems intriguing or good: Write it! 

243



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

• If none of the three variations are intriguing or good to you, spend 

two minutes fixing the negative things and rewrite using those parameters. 

Reflect

Yes, this exercise forced you to artificially create alternatives so that you'd have de-

cisions to make. The better position (I think) is to have a large set of alternatives in place 

before choosing. I think Samuel Beckett might have said it best: "No matter. Try again. 

Fail again. Fail better."

References

• On Taking Pictures 

• Beckett: Fail Better 

Collage

The artist's job is to be a witness to his time in history. ~Robert 
Rauschenberg

I wouldn't use the same color in a picture in more than one place. ~Robert 
Rauschenberg

My art is about paying attention—about the extremely dangerous 
possibility that you might be art. ~Robert Rauschenberg

Quick Sketch

Combine elements (some pre-existing, some not) into a theatrical collage.

When to Use

Anytime.
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Collage

In terms of playwriting we already have an example of a theatrical collage work in 

Charles Mee's   bobrauschenbergamerica. The play is quite literally a collage drawing on 

the artworks and processes of artist Robert Rauschenberg. The National Gallery of Aus-

tralia remarks that: 

Rauschenberg's work contains layered image sequences, or image 
sentences, where the viewer interprets the progression of images as though
reading a language system. Rauschenberg's syntax, however, is arranged in
multiple, simultaneous combinations and directions. It demands a different
kind of looking—a repetitive change of focus, back and forth, in an 
analysis of the detail of each individual component image in order to 
perceive the composition as a whole. While this fragmentation of the 
composition is akin to the multiple viewpoints of Cubism, it has been 
more eloquently compared by John Cage to watching many television sets 
working simultaneously all tuned in differently.'

Collage employs many diverse mediums (found objects, canvas, paint, etc.) to create

sculptural "paintings" on account of the three dimensional objects used in the medium, as 

well as the heavily layered sections elevated from the canvas. The important thing, for the

writer, is that the concern is very much not with a linear narrative (if any narrative at all).

The Exercise

As usual, there are many ways to port this concept to playwriting. I've suggested one

below.

1. Re-read your original script. 

2. Write down 10 distinct elements from it: 
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• Could be characters: a cop, a typist 

• Props: A key-chain, a telephone 

• Locations: A park bench, a high cliff overlooking an ocean 

• etc. 

3. Disassociate those individual elements from your narrative (read: try to 

forget the story you're telling) and quickly brainstorm each individually:

I use an application called FreeMind, but there are many others. 
This can be done with paper/pencil as well.

4. Take all of the items from your brainstorm/mindmap and utilize them in 

your play. 

If you're thinking "That's A LOT of stuff," then you're doing it 
right.

5. Focus less on the story and more on the theme, the idea, the feeling behind

the the story.

6. Use the items you've listed in combinations (as in â€” use many at the 

same time) in order to feel the story. 

7. Feel free to use stage directions abundantly and an inordinate number of 

characters, etc. 
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Reflect

With any luck you've plastered your play with a smattering of "found"/discovered 

objects collaged from your own associations. Perhaps there are additional things you 

could add? Perhaps you liked one branch of your mindmap better than others? Perhaps 

you wished you could have also done visual, auditory, and video research. If so, feel free.

Perhaps you just ended up with a mess of a something made out of words and you hate it. 

If so, throw it away. Try something else: new or familiar.

References

• FreeMind 

• MindMap 

• Other Mapping Software 

• National Gallery of Australia 

• bobrauschenbergamerica   by: Charles Mee 

• Collage 

• Metropolitan Museum of Art 

• PBS: American Masters 

• Combine Painting (Wikipedia) 

• Quotes 
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Software Art

Quick Sketch

Utilize (as best you can) the idea(ls) of software art to re-envision your play.

When to Use

At any point in the process. This is particularly useful for taking a completely new 

view of your play.

The Art in Software

"Software art refers to works of art where the creation of software, or concepts from 

software, play an important role; for example software applications which were created 

by artists and which were intended as artworks." I'm particularly interested here in art that

is in some ways derived from code written by artists. Examples of this are abundant re-

cently. One such example is Adrian Ward's   Auto-Illustrator   which was described in the 

following way:

Auto-illustrator is a fully functioning vector graphics application that on 
the surface (GUI) appears to be no different from the proprietary or 
FLOSS alternatives such as Illustrator or Inkscape (respectively). 
However the difference appears when the software, during use, transfers a 
great deal of control and creative decision making from the user to the 
software algorithms. The software is partially generative and overtly semi-
autonomous. 

It questions the control that we have when working with these types of 
proprietary 'creative suites', in which we have no access to study or modify
the algorithms which define the 'paint brush' or the 'pen' tool. When we 
draw with these tools we are working within the parameters defined by the
authors of the algorithms and also within the lineage of an inadequate 
canvas and paintbrush metaphor. Auto-illustrator both brings these facts to
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the surface and offers and alternative to software as a tool but instead as a 
collaborative creative experience that involves both the user and software 
with agency.

The artwork is, then, both the software itself, and the visual images the software cre-

ates. A sort of dual-artwork functioning on two levels at once. While playwrights would 

find it difficult to consider such software writing itself as a "play," we can harness the 

idea of exporting our some of our creative decision making to an algorithm.

The Exercise

GENERAL NOTE: I've included a Python script I struggled to write (even with expert 

help from others), but successfully employed during the #2510's Project—(though with-

out the "prop" variable at the time). Please feel free to use it if you're able to. You can see 

a before and after during Week 5 of the 2510s project.

NOTE TO PROGRAMMERS: If you have programming skills you will be able to do some-

thing more impressive than what I've done here. Please do. If you're able to improve the 

code I've included (an easy task I'll bet), please let me know about it so I can link to it 

here for the non-programmers among us.

NOTE TO NON-PROGRAMMERS: The method I describe below can be successfully em-

ployed without having any knowledge of computers or computer programming. It has 

much in common with the principles behind what Merce Cunningham employed with his 

Chance operations—and I employed for the Chance exercise earlier.
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1. Re-read your play.

• While reading, number each line in the play (1, 2, 3, etc...) 

• While reading underline each character name (both speaker's name 

and in-text dialogue. 

• Also circle each prop (chairs, baseball bats, glue, etc...) 

• Feel free to add other categories with their own specific markings 

as well. 

2. Go back through your play and make a list of: 

• All character names. 

• All props. 

3. Assign a number (1, 2, etc...) to each character name. 

4. Assign a letter (a, b, c, etc...) to each prop. 

5. Come up with some method of randomly (and in the following order)49: 

• Ordering the lines of your play (e.g. 70, 45, 2, 3, 44, 3, 3, 1, 23, 12,

etc...) 

49 Some possible methods:
• The "randbetween" command in spreadsheet applications. 
• Die (plural of "Dice") of varying numbers. (Often used in role playing games. See d100, d20, d12, 

etc...)
• Simply draw them (character names, props, and lines) from a hat (and put them back after each 

time you draw, allowing them to repeat).
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• Going through the newly ordered play and replacing each under-

lined name with the corresponding number's character name (from step 

#3). 

• Going through the newly ordered (and character named play) re-

placing each circled prop with the corresponding prop (from step #4). 

6. After you're done put it all together. Your play will be rearranged ran-

domly, have random character names, and have random insertions of props. 

Reflect

This particular exercise (specifically in its implementation here) completely removes

the artist from the act of creation. If any of this was interesting to you I suggest you ex-

plore the possibilities programming may open up for you. Either way, you were able to 

disconnect characters from specific lines, plot from any intentional linearity, and even 

props from sensible uses. Did this make you think about your play differently? Did it give

you license to write your play differently in the next draft? Did it just make you angry?

References

• Software Art (Wikipedia) 

• Adrian Ward's   Auto-Illustrator 

• 2510s Software Art Python Script 

• Various Sided Die 
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• Randbetween command 

• LibreOffice 

• 2510s Project 

 Dance

Dance is often overlooked as being a primary component of what occurs in any play.

Though dance is often associated only with musicals it is a powerful element in all plays 

as it's roots are found largely in the specifics of bodily movement and gesture.

Dance As...

Quick Sketch

Utilize a dance exercise to tweak movement by focusing on a single quality in terms 

of playwriting.

When to Use

Any point in the writing process. I prefer using this near the beginning of the writing

process.

Dance as...

Dancers, like writers, have particular training that gives them strengths and weak-

nesses. Areas of expertise are heralded and large blind spots are often ignored for far too 

long. One of the tools choreographers can employ is abstract language to get an idea into 

the bodies of the dancers that can free them from their training. Genevieve Durham 
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DeCesaro explained that dancers from a gymnastics background tended to dance with as 

much muscle as possible. Asking them to dance as "bones" or as air would free them con-

ceptually to give a different quality to the choreography and, subsequently, to their per-

formance.

The only part of the body playwrights tend to uniformly move is their fingers (gen-

erally across a keyboard or piece of paper). Playwrights do, however, deal with move-

ment of a temporal sort in the structuring of their plays, in the formulation of their dia-

logue, and (increasingly) in the visual components described in their stage directions. 

This modified exercise asks playwrights to take a hard look at their blind spots (if they 

can see them) and alter course with abstract ideas to create a different temporal move-

ment within their scripts. This exercise doesn't ask for a fundamental change in the script 

(necessarily), but for a different quality in a specific area of weakness.

The Exercise

1. Re-read your entire scene. 

2. Ask yourself some questions: 

• Does the structure move/transition like you want it to? 

• Does the dialogue flow like you want it to? 

• What is your structure or dialogue most like: muscle, bone, air, fat, 

etc? 
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3. Choose at least one area of problem/difficulty (structure or dialogue) and 

identify what physical reality you most want it to resemble (that it currently does 

not): muscle, bone, air, fat, etc. 

4. Hide away your original scene to begin (though you may look back at it if 

that helps—do not just edit the existing file though—retype instead). 

5. Rewrite your scene by focusing on and applying this new abstract physical

concept to your script. Focus. 

Examples

PLOT

• Play too stiff? Structure your play as if it were air. 

• Play too chaotic? Structure your play as it if were bones (specifically the 

spine). 

• Too much exposition? Structure your play as if it were muscle. 

• Etc... 

DIALOGUE

• Dialogue too slow? Write it as if it were an unstable cluster of atoms 

• Dialogue too fast? Write it as if mouths were filled with chewy molasses. 

• Character talk too much / too many stage directions? Force them to ex-

press everything through stage directions. 
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• Etc... 

Reflect

Hopefully focusing on a part of your script as an abstract physical reality opened a 

new door into the movement of your play. Whether your focus was on the characters or 

the overall structure, this should have provided a different perspective on your own work.

Thinking about he play in physical terms should help to take it away from the two-dimen-

sional space of the page (or screen) and give a different entry point to the idea(s) you are 

trying to communicate.

References

• Genevieve Durham DeCesaro 

• http://www.amazon.com/Creative-Habit-Learn-Use-Life/dp/0743235266

• http://radioheadthekingoflimbs.com/thom-yorke-dance-guide/

Dance With(out)

First Things First

Before you read the rest of this document you need to get out a note card and in a 

permanent form write down (pen, permanent marker, etc.) what you do best as a play-

wright. A sample phrasing might be, "As a playwright, I am best at _____." This could be

anything: structure, dialogue, soliloquies, action, stage directions, ending twists, deus ex 

machina, or simply a genre like comedy—whatever. Set the card in a prominent location 

where you normally write. Okay—read on!
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Quick Sketch

Remove the crutch that is your perception of your greatest strength in order to grow, 

broaden, explore, and experiment without it. For use at any point in the writing process.

Dance With(out)...

In The Creative Habit by Twyla Tharp, we encounter a technique for creating she 

calls "Take Away a Skill." She reflects on a time when she was injured and had to choreo-

graph a dance by explaining it to the dancers, rather than physically discovering the 

choreography in her own body. This was successful. She then remarks on other artists 

who have overcome adversity to great success. Beethoven, she notes, composed many of 

what are considered his best works after losing his hearing. Similarly, Genevieve Durham

DeCesaro often asks dancers to dance with only a specific part of their body. They might 

be asked to perform an entire dance with only one finger, or their right arm, or their head.

Sometimes this is quite literal (no other body part moves) and sometimes it is simply a 

heightened focus (where the entire dance is performed as usual with the dancer's focus di-

rected squarely at one body part).

Genevieve Durham DeCesaro's version functions as the "Dance with," while Twyla 

Tharp's functions as the "Dance Without." In each of these cases, however, there is a fo-

cus on something weird and uncommon. Something unexpected. Something that would 

not normally be considered a strength. The self-perception of an area of strength is the fo-

cus of this exercise. You've written down the thing you feel most comfortable with and 
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confident in concerning your skill as a playwright. Now I ask if you can do write a play 

without that comfort and skill. Can you? What other skills could you have been honing 

while you were focusing on what made you comfortable? It's time to find out.

The Exercise

1. Re-read the work you wish to rewrite. 

2. Now hide the original version away. 

3. You have two options at this point: 

• Choose one specific skill (not the one you wrote on the card). Best 

to pick something you feel is not a skill you possess or 

• Choose a number of skills (none can be what you wrote on the 

card). These could be areas you where feel adept, but not as adept as the 

skill on the card. 

4. Rewrite your scene—or, depending on what skill(s) you chose re-contex-

tualize it—utilizing a single skill (or several skills) that you are less at home in. 

5. If appropriate, try to focus on what you feel you might lose when not em-

ploying your best skill and attempt to make up for that loss in your rewrite with 

the other skill(s). 
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Examples

1. Best Skill: Writing "mood" pieces. Non-Skill: Well-made play structure. 

Rewrite: Pre-structure my story into a well-made play. Write well-made play with-

out attempting to use "mood." 

2. Best Skill: Long Monologues. Other Skills: Surprise endings, Stock Char-

acters, Metaphors. Rewrite: In order to avoid long monologues I invent metaphor 

ridden stock characters who speak in snippy dialogue. I also pre-plot a surprise 

ending related to why they speak so briefly. 

Reflect

You've written your script. You've done it without your best skill. Congratulations! 

This act alone has proved one thing: you can do without. Hopefully you've also learned 

something more about yourself as a writer. Perhaps you've learned why your best skill is 

the best. Maybe you've realized that you have other very strong skills too. Perhaps you 

learned something by strengthening and focusing on other skills or non-skills. You've 

grown and broadened your perception of yourself as a writer through exploration and ex-

perimentation. Was the journey worth it? If it wasn't a particularly valuable exercise for 

you, you've at least got a new draft of material that you might just shape it into something

you never would have in the first place once you reattach that missing skill again. Go 

ahead and put that arm back on... but always remember that you've got fingers, a neck, a 

pair of knees and a nose too.
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References

• Genevieve Durham DeCesaro 

• The Creative Habit 

Chance

When I choreograph a piece by tossing pennies—by chance, that is—I am 
finding my resources in that play, which is not the product of my will, but 
which is an energy and a law which I too obey. Some people seem to think
that it is inhuman and mechanistic to toss pennies in creating a dance 
instead of chewing the nails or beating the head against a wall or thumbing
through old notebooks for ideas. But the feeling I have when I compose in 
this way is that I am in touch with a natural resource far greater than my 
own personal inventiveness could ever be, much more universally human 
than the particular habits of my own practice, and organically rising out of 
common pools of motor impulses. ~Merce Cunningham

We are very sad to hear about Merce Cunningham's death yesterday, aged 
ninety. Merce invited us to take part in his Split Sides project, in October 
2003. It was a collaboration of music and dance, but one where each of the
elements - set, costume, choreography and music - were randomly 
combined, to create a performance around chance. He was very kind and 
hospitable, and invited us around to his apartment the night before the 
show. He showed us his computer program which generated random 
sequences of gesture and movement for wire-framed mannequins, like 
Kraftwerk's Robots. He also showed us, the next night, that discipline and 
focus can create the space for an unexpected moment, when something 
new can suddenly exist: such a contrast to the scripted world of rock. 
~Radiohead

Quick Sketch

Use a chance operation to fuel your play with the unexpected.

259

http://www.amazon.com/Creative-Habit-Learn-Use-Life/dp/0743235266
http://experts.ttu.edu/browse/profile/615


Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

When to Use

Anytime. Can be used to create new work or augment existing work. Combat 

writer's block, fight dullness, or just discover the unexpected.

Randomness

I was fortunate enough to have met Merce Cunningham briefly while I was a college

student in Minnesota. His piece Split Sides traveled there for performances. We were also 

fortunate to have a couple of days for meeting, greeting, and master classes with the com-

pany. Chance was a very apparent part of the process as Merce would roll dice at the be-

ginning of the performance to determine what order the disparate elements would appear 

in. Costumes, set pieces, choreography, lighting design, and music would all be combined

by change (randomly) at the beginning of the performance. This meant that things didn't 

necessarily match up, but when they did: magic.

The Exercise

There are many ways to play with randomness and chance in your writing. I've sug-

gested but one such methods below.

1. Re-read your play (or scene, or sequence, etc.) 

2. Randomly determine character names, order of speaking and type of sen-

tence they will speak: 

• declarative 

• interrogative 
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• exclamative 

• imperative. 

3. Rewrite your script adhering to the randomly selected order of characters' 

dialogue, as well as to the type of sentence each will speak50.

50 I achieved the random assignment of names and sentence types using the LibreOffice spreadsheet 
application. You could also employ a variety of other methods. Below is an image which may help 
explain what I've done.
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Reflect

If you felt like chance was breaking your freedom as an artist, I suggest you get a lit-

tle more flexible. Embrace change through the structure of chance. Hopefully, if nothing 

else, you were able to view your play, the structure, the story, the characters, and the dia-

logue in a different way. Perhaps you even benefited.

References

• Merce Cunningham Dance Company

• http://prelectur.stanford.edu/lecturers/cunningham/ 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Merce_Cunningham#Chance_operations 

• http://www.radiohead.com/deadairspace/090727/Merce-Cunningham-1919—-

2009 

• Linguistics by Purpose

Contract & Release

"Theater is a verb before it is a noun, an act before it is a place." ~Martha 
Graham

"The body says what words cannot." ~Martha Graham

Quick Sketch

Contract and Release for sharp turns and/or an alternative structure in your script.

When to Use

Anytime.
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An Effect

Martha Graham was a Twentieth century modern dancer and choreographer who 

revolutionized the field and propelled it forward. One way she pushed the envelope was 

in terms of the type of movement she created:

Graham identified a method of breathing and impulse control she called 
"contraction and release." For her, movement originated in the tension of a
contracted muscle, and continued in the flow of energy released from the 
body as the muscle relaxed. This method of muscle control gave Graham's
dances and dancers a hard, angular look, one that was very unfamiliar to 
dance audiences used to the smooth, lyrical bodily motions of Isadora 
Duncan and Ruth St. Denis. In her first reviews, as a result, Graham was 
often accused of dancing in an "ugly" way. Pitt.edu

This "ugly way" is now regarded as beautiful, meaningful, and evocative. Several 

methods of training to employ contraction and release are linked below. This exercise ex-

plores two methods one could use to keep in the spirit of contraction and release (without 

the physical movement playwrights are not necessarily known for while writing). Clips of

dancing can be found on the web if you don't have access to a library with full perfor-

mances. Also, the Google Doodle honoring Martha Graham contains an interesting expla-

nation for each particular movement and the creation of the dedication.

The Exercise

Take the idea of Contraction & Release and extend it to playwriting. There are many

possible ways to do this, I've suggested two such ways below.

If you haven't caught onto a theme with these exercises, I think that it's 
important to set rules to a core idea that is borrowed from elsewhere. 
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STRUCTURE OF RELEASE

1. Re-read your play. 

2. Structure your play as follows: 

• In the beginning, there is a contraction—a tension—a stiffness. 

• Suddenly, there is a an explosion out of the contraction. 

• This sudden explosion (read: release) dictates the direction for the 

remainder of the play. 

• It slows as is progresses, until it stops. 

3. It may be helpful to draw a graphical representation of your play. 

NOTE: This will contrast with the typically employed structure.

EXPLOSIVE CHARACTERIZATION

1. Re-read your play. 

2. Take one (or more) character(s) and give them a vocal or physical reality: 

• Each line (or movement) they say (or make) is dictated by the fol-

lowing rules: 

• It begins with a contraction, tension, or stiffness. 

• It explodes out of that contraction into a complete release of

that tension (etc.) until gone. 

3. Wash, rinse, repeat. 
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Reflect

Perhaps this explosive form of movement/speech created a character or characteris-

tic that you hadn't before considered. Perhaps the structure of contraction and release cre-

ated a different type of story from what you're more familiar or comfortable creating. Per-

haps this inspired you to write in a different way. Perhaps it inspired you to quit writing 

and just dance. To invoke a modern saying: "Just do it."

References

• http://dancenerds.blogspot.com/2010/02/teaching-tip-how-to-teach-

martha-graham.html 

• http://www.balletdancersguide.com/martha-graham.html 

• http://www.pitt.edu/~gillis/dance/martha.html 

• http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/m/martha_graham.html 

• Martha Graham (Wikipedia) 

• Google Doodle: Martha Graham 

• Graham Technique 

Ballet Warm-up

Quick Sketch

Use the structure of a ballet warm-up to move through your play.

When to Use

Anytime.
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A Personal Global Warming

Warming up is a time honored tradition in many sports and art forms. Basketball 

players warm up. Musicians warm up. Actors warm up. So do Ballet dancers.

The Exercise

This exercise asks you to structure you play (abstractly) like a ballet warm-up. 

1. Re-read your play. 

2. Research the terms as much as you'd like. 

3. Structure you play in the following order:

• Plie51 

• Literally "bent." 

• Tendu 

• Literally "stretched." 

• Degage 

• To disengage. 

• Frappe 

• To "strike." 

• Rond de jambe a terre 

• Literally "circle of the leg." 

51 Each of the terms below can be found on the Glossary of Ballet at Wikipedia (which I've quoted 
below). Feel free to explore each term as much as you desire. Depending on the term, it may be best to 
keep it in the abstract as much as possible to find a meaningful use for the playwright.
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• "straightened leg with pointed toe remaining on the ground 

to sweep around." 

• Fondue 

• Literally "melted." 

• Adage 

• Literally "at ease." 

• Grand Battements 

• "A kicking movement of the working leg (i.e. the leg that is 

performing a technique)." 

• "a powerful battement action where the dancer brushes and 

kicks the leg as high as possible, keeping it straight, while the sup-

porting leg also remains straight." 

4. Re-write your play using this structure (and the meaning of each of the 

ballet warm-ups) until you've completed a new draft.

Reflect

Now that you've finished writing your play in a pre-defined structure different from 

the standard structure I hope you've discovered something about structure. Perhaps you 

found out that well-made play structure just plain works best for your play. Perhaps you 

discovered that a different structure is more effective than others. Perhaps you've found a 
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new way to "outline" your plays in the future. Maybe you've just been inspired to 

create/employ some actual playwriting warm ups for use in the future. 

References

• Glossary of Ballet (Wikipedia) 

• The Barre 

• The Barre (Wikipedia) 

 Acting/Directing

Though difficult to distinguish from playwriting at the final-product stage, acting 

and directing offer completely different perspectives from which to view the creation of a

play. Each of these areas focuses on a different aspect of what makes a work successful to

an audience. While many books plead with would-be playwrights to think of the fact that 

someone will be sitting in a chair watching for hour the composed words—citing an obli-

gation on the part of the writer to not waste time—there is a clear benefit to actively 

thinking like an actor or director does when composing or revising a play as the focus in-

stantaneously shifts from words to live action and from typically from plot to character.

Viewpoints

Quick Sketch

Use Viewpoints to analyze, restructure, and re-envision your play.
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When to Use

At any point in the process.

Viewpoints

Director Anne Bogart took the idea of Viewpoints from choreographer Mary Overlie 

and modified them into an acting and directing vocabulary for dealing with the issues of 

time and space. The represent a clear way of talking about and analyzing different parts 

of every moment of theatre in relation to the physical body on stage. The Viewpoints 

book is an excellent place to learn about the specifics of the method. Below I've reiterated

the ways these ideas are used in Viewpoints. 

VIEWPOINTS OF TIME

• Tempo—Do they move, think, act (etc.) quickly or slowly? 

• Duration—Do they do things (pace, rock, sit, think, speak, etc.) for a long 

or short period of time before moving on to something else? 

• Kinesthetic Response—How do they spontaneously react to people and 

events outside of themselves? 

e.g. Stand when a woman enters a room, duck when they hear 
gunfire, vomit when they smell a rose.

• Repetition—Do they repeat anything? 

• Internal (movement within their own body)? 
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• External (repeat the shape, tempo, gesture, etc. of something out-

side their own body)? 

VIEWPOINTS OF SPACE

• Shape 

◦ Is their body primarily straight or curved (or a combination)? 

◦ Is their body stationary or moving through space? 

◦ How is their body spatially related to: 

▪ Itself? 

▪ The setting? 

▪ The other characters? 

▪ The objects (props)? 

• Gesture 

◦ Do they Gesture? 

◦ What do they do? 

◦ Is it public or private? 
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◦ Does it express the normal world (a handshake) or some inner state or emo-

tion? 

• Architecture 

◦ What is the environment of the play? 

◦ Solid Mass (walls, floors, ceilings, furniture, windows, doors, etc.). 

◦ Texture (wood or metal or fabric). 

◦ Light (the sources of light and placement shadow). 

◦ Color (e.g. how one red chair among many black ones would affect our chore-

ography in relation to that chair) 

• Spatial Relationship 

◦ How far or close do they choose to be in relation to: 

▪ Other Characters? 

▪ Other Groups of Characters? 

▪ Areas of the setting (corners, chairs, objects, etc.)? 

• Topography (the landscape, the floor pattern, or the design created through move-

ment in the space.) 
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◦ Do they move differently in different parts of the setting? 

◦ Do they only turn in one direction? 

◦ Do they avoid any parts of the setting? 

◦ Do they remain only in one part of the setting? 

◦ Other observations about how they move in relation to the setting? 

Exercise

1. Re-read your entire play. 

2. Write each of your characters' names on their own note card. 

3. Spend 5 minutes, minimum, in the body of at least two or your characters 

(move around in the room, in the context of the world and situations you've cre-

ated in your play, as if you were them). 

4. At the end of each 5 minute session return to their note card and answer 

the following questions from that character's perspective: 

5. Quickly (and with little thought) write down five of each of the following:

Objects (e.g. Vase, Tree, Necklace, Letter, etc.)

Sounds (e.g. Birds, Shotgun, Water, Echo, etc.)

Actions (e.g. Slap, Spit, Cry, Shatter, etc.)

272



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

6. Instead of trying to rewrite your play, you are going to use all of the above 

information to "perform" a written Composition (write something different, in a 

play format, using info collected previously and some random items) as follows:

7. Write a 3-part piece. Each part must be no less than 2 pages in length. 

Each part must be separated by a brief monologue given by a different character 

(of no more than 30 seconds in length). Each part is titled as follows:

Part 1: The way things look in this world

Monologue #1

Part 2: The way things sound in this world

Monologue #2

Part 3: The way people are in this world

8. You must also (try to) include all of the following:

A great deal of the character info observed from the answers in #4.

All of the Objects, Sounds, and Actions written down in #5.

A clear audience (are they observers? A jury? A rioting crowd? 
etc.)

A Revelation of Space (the environment must, at some point, 
open/expand/collapse to reveal something).

A Revelation of Object (open a box to reveal a gun, move a sofa 
and reveal a dead body, etc.)

A Surprise Entrance
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A Broken Expectation

Two Uses of Extreme Contrast (light/dark, loud/silent, etc.)

Reflect

This exercise forces you to self-analyze your work and then completely re-envision 

it (often by abandoning things you thought were important). While the final product may 

(or may not) be what you initially set out to write, the hope with this exercise is that you:

1. Discovered something new to add into your play. 

2. Analyzed your play to identify faults. 

3. Imagined your play and found something valuable in the seemingly 

chaotic process. 

References

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viewpoints 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anne_Bogart 

• The book—Anne Bogart: Viewpoints 

• http://tedb.byu.edu/lesson/show?id=470 

Status

...every inflection and movement implies a status... no action is due to 
chance, or really 'motiveless'... All our secret manoeuvrings were exposed 
(Keith Johnstone 33)52.

52 I recommend getting your hands on a copy of Keith Johnstone's book Impro, as there is a great textual 
example on page 38 of his book that analyzes a scene from Moliere's A Doctor in Spite of Himself. It 
quickly illustrates one way that this idea of status is—and can be—employed in writing. Seriously, just 
go buy or borrow a copy of Impro now, it's that good.
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Quick Sketch

Use Keith Johnstone's concept of Status to explore character interactions.

When to Use

At any point in the process. I particularly enjoy this exercise as a way to explore var-

ious sides of a single character when things are feeling stale.

Status

Status, put simply, has to do with tiny interactions between human beings. These in-

teractions are attempts to get what you want. They track on a single, easy-to-understand 

scale: Social Status. Each behavior can either raise or lower the social status of the behav-

ior or the behavee. These behaviors can relate to what is said, how it is said, gestures, 

body position, speed, pitch, etc. There is a difference, therefore, between looking some-

one in the eye and staring at the ground. There are also a differences between someone 

who uses complete sentences and someone who does not. 

Where it gets interesting is when you can see that the "boss" or "king" doesn't al-

ways have the high status we assume they would have. Think of the "fools" and "jesters" 

in comedies. A more modern example might be the character Peter Gibbons (carefree em-

ployee) in the film Office Space. These status interactions are small, constant, and ever-

changing. This exercise asks you to utilize them in service to your writing.

Exercise

1. Re-read your entire scene. 
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2. Assign an overall status number of 1 to 10 (1=low, 10=high) for each of 

the characters in your script as they appear in the original version. 

3. Now choose one of the following and write down the new numbers next to

the character names on a piece of paper: 

• If the original statuses are far apart: 

• Bring them much closer together—or—

• Reverse them (low becomes high, high becomes low) 

• If the original statuses are close together: 

• Move them much further apart. 

4. Choose at least 3 characteristics that Johnstone points out in his book—or 

that you find on the Status Behaviors Page(s) (here & here)—for each character 

and write them down on your piece of paper. 

5. Hide away your original scene (completely out of view—do not look at it 

during this exercise). 

6. Re-write your scene using these new statuses—be sure to include at least 

one moment where the statuses switch (high becomes low and/or low becomes 

high). 

Reflect

Hopefully Status has been an eye-opener for you. I also hope that your scene was an 

interesting exploration. Perhaps you found something new about your characters. Perhaps
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the scene became more interesting. Perhaps it was a complete failure, but demonstrated a 

clear direction you need to take on subsequent drafts. At any rate, I hope that employing 

Status for the purpose of writing has caused you to think about character interactions in a 

different way.

References

• Dr. Bill Gelber 

• Status Behaviors 

• Status Behaviors—  in case original site is flaky 

• Keith Johnstone 

• Keith Johnstone's   Impro 

Speed Thru

Quick Sketch

Use the Acting/Directing concept of the Speed Thru to quickly rewrite your scene 

and discover new things about your play.

When to Use

Anytime. Combat writer's block, fight dullness, or just discover the unexpected.

Trimming the Fat

The Speed Thru is an exercise used, primarily, for rehearsing lines for performance. 

The idea is for the actors to very quickly go through a small segment (or even the en-
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tirety) of the play prior to a run-through or perhaps even an entire performance. Think of 

it as a speedy way to remember what you need to say by saying it quickly. There are vari-

ations of course. Sometimes this is also done with blocking, gestures, and "acting" in an 

effort to truly engage and examine all parts of the performance.

Something happens during a Speed Thru. The actors suddenly have to cast off any 

preconceived notions about their characters. All of the pausing and thinking and personal 

ticks and unnecessary flab get trimmed off in this exercise as there is, quite simply, no 

time for it. This lack of excess tends to spur revelations, new line readings, and a height-

ened sense of a primary purpose at any given moment.

Transferring the Speed Thru to a playwriting exercise is actually quite simple: re-

write a section of your script as fast as you can. In the process, you can trim the fat and 

tighten the flow.

The Exercise

1. Re-read your play (or scene, or sequence, etc.) 

2. Pick a dedicated time period to rewrite a section of your play. 

• I recommend writing sessions of no longer than 20 minutes in 

length. 

• Pick a manageable length to rewrite. I wouldn't go longer than 10 

pages in 20 minutes. 
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3. While writing—DO NOT STOP. Forward progress is key. 

4. If possible use a program (if writing digitally) that disallows deleting char-

acters (more akin to a typewriter). 

5. Write as much as you can in the allotted time, but try to write everything 

you planned to write. 

Reflect

With any luck you've finished a 20 minute writing spurt and discovered something 

about your play. Perhaps you found a more efficient way to write a scene. Perhaps you re-

alized that your scene was full of fluff (but you added hefty content during your Speed 

Thru . Perhaps you clarified character motivations, individual character voices, or some 

other area of your script. 

References

• Professor Bruce Hermann 

• Write or Die Application 

• Other applications 

Masquerade

Quick Sketch

Have your characters put on a costume and do a masquerade.
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When to Use

Anytime. I find it most useful during the discovery phase of writing, before most 

things are quite set.

Dressing Up & Pretending

Stanislavski described an exercise called The Masquerade. This exercise required 

the full embodiment of an actor into a character. The goal, though, was to have the char-

acter be specific instead of general. To avoid archetypes, the actor was supposed to have 

very specific traits that seemed to differentiate their policeman from the policemen that 

stood around them. How can we, for instance, know which detective at the convention is 

Sherlock Holmes simply by minute behaviors? The trick, or course, is that these aren't 

supposed to be planned out in advance, but arise quite naturally "in the moment."

Letting your subconscious create unconscious physical ticks via external characteri-

zation is but one part of the method Stanislavski wished to teach. It wasn't about extreme 

levels of control, but about harnessing what one could from the superior subconscious. 

This exercise asks your subconscious to work a little bit. It also asks your characters to do

something strange: pretend.

The Exercise

1. Re-read your script (or start a new one). 

2. Give each of your characters a costume (they have to play another 

person/type/etc.) 
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3. Spend at least two minutes—preferably longer—standing and embodying 

the character of the costume (not the costumed character). 

4. Rewrite the scene with your characters all wearing those costumes and 

employing your discovered embodiment. 

5. Best to ensure that the scene doesn't devolve into being about why they're 

wearing costumes â€” they just are. 

Reflect

Now that you've spent some time in someone's shoes, think about what—if anything

—you learned about your characters &/or your play by having them pretend and dress 

up? Did the dialogue change? The interactions? The stage directions? The pace? Some-

thing else? Was any of it better or did it simply solidify how right some other option truly

is? Proceed without the mask, Anon.

References

• An Actor's Work 

• Stanislavski in Practice: Exercises for Students 

Chair Improv

Quick Sketch

Utilize one (of many possible) improvisational exercises to refine our play/scene/etc.
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When to Use

At any point in the process. I find this particular improvisation more useful at the 

midway or further point. At the very least, I prefer it after a complete first draft—how-

ever bad. Other improvisations—and indeed this one—may be useful at other points in 

the writing process.

The Chairs

There are many improv based exercises in theatre. The field seems to rely and trust 

in the ability of its artists to be creative, witty, and funny on short notice and without pre-

planning (or, sometimes, in spite of pre-planning). 

This particular exercise forces a particular limitation on the props and scenery that 

the writer is allowed (and encouraged) to employ: only chairs.

The Exercise

1. Re-read your play. 

2. Imagine an empty stage with five to ten chairs. 

3. Rewrite your play as if the actors, who know the story (or intent) of the 

play—if not all the words—are rehearsing your play as an improvisation to dis-

cover what the play is actually about physically53. 

4. Don't worry about it being "right"—worry about it being fun. 

53 If you have trouble experimenting feel free to set a time constraint (as in the "Speed Through" exercise)
to rewrite the portion you're attempting to rewrite. Whatever you think is enough time to write it in... 
divide it by 4.
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Reflect

Hopefully this exercise gave you the opportunity to separate from the rigidity that 

may have dominated your perception of your work (and perhaps even caused a "block") 

and allowed you to work on a different problem (that of chairs) and come up with new 

and interesting decisions that may inform your play in subsequent drafts. 

References

Fundamentals of Play Directing
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Appendix B: #2510 Playscripts

 Week 1: The Progress of Confusion

The Progress of Confusion 1.0

by: Kyle Reynolds Conway

♥ Copying is an act of love. Please copy and share.

TEXT © 2011 KYLE REYNOLDS CONWAY UNDER A CREATIVE COMMONS 
ATTRIBUTION SHARE ALIKE (3.0) LICENSE. 
HTTP://WWW.AWEQUEST.COM

COVER IMAGE © 2011 ERICH THIELENHAUS UNDER A CREATIVE 
COMMONS ATTRIBUTION SHARE ALIKE (3.0) LICENSE. 
HTTPS://THEBOOMFLASH.WORDPRESS.COM

COPYHEART: HTTP://COPYHEART.ORG
CREATIVE COMMONS: HTTP://CREATIVECOMMONS.ORG/LICENSES/BY-
SA/3.0/
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Dramatis Personae

REPRESENTATIVE Representative of the People.

LOBBY Lobbyist for an Industry.

TECHNOLOGY A Technology Enthusiast.

PROFESSOR A Professor.

ARTIST, MINISTER, COLLEGE STUDENT, 
MAILMAN, ATHLETE, AUDIENCE, MOTHER

All of us.

Sources
The first section, “The Public,” quotes heavily from the 
following interviews:

• http://www.archive.org/details/QuestionCopyright.org_in
terviews_Chicago_2006
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The Public

Fast transitions with 
light. Filmic. Various 
members of the public be-
ing interviewed individu-
ally by a camera. They are
not in the same room with 
one another. Speaking to a
camera. "WHAT IS COPY-
RIGHT?" is visible some-
where.

MOTHER
So nobody else steals what somebody originally created.

COLLEGE STUDENT
To ensure that works created are not used illegally, like, 
if someone comes up with an original idea or thought, or 
some sort of original work, that they should be credited for
it always.

ATHLETE
Mainly so people don't try to take other people's ideas.

ARTIST
To protect the person who's invented or has come up with the
basic idea, so copyright is supposed to, basically give 
them, I guess ownership of it, the actual idea, or invention
or whatever it is basically.

MINISTER
The right of the person who, actually I need think about 
that uh, the right of the person who created the copy, to 
benefit from it, and protect them. 

MAILMAN
To provide a limited monopoly on a specific expression of 
ideas to encourage creativity, so that, um, you know, 
someone, in the short term, has an incentive to create 
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something.

"PROTECTION FROM WHAT?" is
clearly visible somewhere.

ARTIST
Well, protection from somebody else, maybe, uh, getting a 
hold of their idea and claiming it as their own. Uh, 
protection from, I guess, uh, I guess protection is the best
word to use.

“HOW LONG HAS COPYRIGHT 
EXISTED? WHAT IS ITS HIS-
TORY?” is clearly visible 
somewhere.

ARTIST
I have no idea about that.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Uh, I would imagine that it probably came about in the 
early, uh, twentieth century. But that's just a guess.

MINISTER
No clue. I suspect a long time, but I couldn't begin to tell
you.

ATHLETE
Oh, for cyring out loud. Um, I've seen books that, copyright
goes back as far as... the... mid-thirties.

MAILMAN
Well, I, I mean I know that it's in the constitution, that, 
that representative was supposed to enact laws, so, so I 
guess it goes at least that long.

“DO YOU KNOW ANYONE WHO 
SWAPS COPYRIGHTED MATERI-
ALS OVER THE INTERNET?” is
clearly visible somewhere.
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COLLEGE STUDENT
Yes.

ARTIST
No, most everybody I know does it the legal way. I couldn't 
really tell you anybody that uh, off the top of my head, 
that I know downloads illegally, or steals music.

MINISTER
Absolutely.

MAILMAN
Absolutely! Sure. Absolutely. Tons of people! Everybody does
it.

“HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT 
THIS FILESHARING?” is 
clearly visible somewhere.

MAILMAN
Uh, you know, honestly... I guess I have some mixed feelings
about it because... on the one hand, the big media 
companies, I'd sure like to see them get screwed, and the 
idea that somehow they're standing up for the artist is just
hogwash, you know, since they've done everything they can to
screw the artist all along, with, you know, curious 
accounting, and stuff like that. But at the same time, you 
know, I can see that if you were just a small or 
independent, it could, you know, run into, you know, 
problems.

COLLEGE STUDENT
I have mixed emotions about it, I mean I suppose, morally, I
would think that, I think that it's wrong, but... it's, it's
one of those things that's just like there.

ARTIST
I'm an artist myself, and if I were to create something I'd 
feel like I'd want to get paid for my work. I wouldn't want 
it to be given away for free. You know, so I totally 
understand how a musician would feel if his or her music 
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were being stolen or basically being given away for free 
when they could be getting paid.

MINISTER
I try to give credit to anybody, I use slides in my sermons,
and I try to be very very careful and sensitive to it, but I
know there are times when I am abusing the copyrights. That 
Google search for images, I'll tell you, it's right there.

ATHLETE
Personally, I don't, I don't, I read the books. I don't try 
and, uh, take someone's idea, but, that's just because of 
the way I was raised.

“ANY OTHER THOUGHTS OR 
COMMENTS ABOUT COPYRIGHT?”
is clearly visible some-
where.

MAILMAN
Things are shifting right now, and like media companies 
really don't know how to handle it, and so they're just 
trying to cling it down like "oh you can't fileshare! You 
can't do that!" When really I think what's going to end up 
happening is how people make money off music is going to be 
really different in another ten years, you know, and it 
won't be the CD for eighteen dollars.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Um, I think that copyright, I think that it's really 
important, just for things like books and manuscripts and 
stuff. People like that don't make a lot of money 
traditionally. Or there's a lot of people who, um, try to be
writers or musicians or whatever and don't make a lot of 
money, and they actually do make something original. They 
should get credit for it.

MINISTER
I, I think it's fairly meaningless to a lot of people. And I
think I think it's there for a good reason, now, I guess the
question is does it need to be re-looked at it, in the basis
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of the time and the technology that we have. And, do we need
to be better educated, or do the laws need to be changed? 
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The Professor

PROFESSOR stands before 
classroom, giving a lec-
ture.

PROFESSOR
So how many of you, my honorable students, violated 
copyright law today? I see a couple of hands lurking back in
the shadows. Don't worry. I'm not working for the industry. 
I'm not going to "name names." I see more hands now. Good. 
Now, what would you say if I did this?

PROFESSOR raises hand.

PROFESSOR
Okay. Even more of you are raising your hands now. Good. 
Now, what would you say if I told you that every single one 
of you broke copyright law today? What if I told you that, 
by the letter of the law, every single one of you is a 
criminal? And even worse, what if I'm telling the truth? How
many of you subscribe to an RSS feed? Watch news online? 
Read the newspaper or articles online? Look at pictures of 
your favorite bands? Maybe even read something that someone 
sent as a forward in an e-mail with cute kittens doing 
something with a piece of yarn? If you answered yes to any 
of those or you would have answered yes to anything like any
of those, then you have quite normally and unknowingly 
violated copyright law already today, because the "copy 
right" is the right to make copies, and that's how the 
internet works. That's what computers do. 

Someone's phone “dings” 
with the sound of receiv-
ing information.

PROFESSOR
That smart phone in your pocket connected to twitter is 
making a copy of every message and putting it on your phone 
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to display it to your eyes. So, one last time: how many of 
you have violated copyright law just today? Good. Now, don't
you think a law that makes everyone a criminal needs to be 
changed? How might we go about doing that?
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The Representative

REPRESENTATIVE speaks to 
peers animatedly. Two huge
pockets on either side of 
the body.

REPRESENTATIVE
I want to tell you a story about how lawmaking works. We've 
got all a bill in front of us, coming up for a vote, and 
we're all going to have to decide which way to vote. We 
privileged few are expected to know a lot about everything. 
We vote on health care, taxation, education, and a whole 
range of other issues—each with their own peculiarities and 
special considerations—and our job is to understand the 
issues as best we can in order to represent the people. And 
it is here that I get to my main point: technology. 
Technology has given us the tools to interact with the 
constituents we represent in new and exciting ways.

REPRESENTATIVE takes smart
phone out of pocket.

REPRESENTATIVE
This tiny little device, more powerful computationally than 
anything used to send Americans to the moon, also connects 
us with our citizens in powerful ways. Ordinary citizens, 
whose opinions we must value in order to carry out our 
duties faithfully. For instance, on Twitter I just heard 
from Maggie Mulva...

LOBBY enters stage, drops 
a huge brick of cash into 
REPRESENTATIVE's pocket, 
whispers into REPRESENTA-
TIVE's ear, hands them a 
one page flyer, and 
leaves.

293



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

REPRESENTATIVE
And this new technology is dangerous to democracy!

REPRESENTATIVE sets smart-
phone down on floor, re-
moves giant, clown-like 
hammer from somewhere, and
smashes smartphone to 
bits.

REPRESENTATIVE
Democracy cannot thrive with technology that threatens...

REPRESENTATIVE checks one 
page flyer.

REPRESENTATIVE
...the very core of our presently successful business 
practices. Piracy runs amok, destroying all that Americans 
hold dear. Our very ability to export intellectual property 
abroad is threatened. This is why I am introducing the...

REPRESENTATIVE checks one 
page flyer again.

REPRESENTATIVE
[Insert whatever bill threatens internet innovation this 
month onto the floor at this time. This bill will remove key
pieces of the burdensome legal process that normally stand 
in the way of prosecuting those Americans hellbent on 
destroying the American economy.] The portions of the legal 
process that the lobby...

REPRESENTATIVE coughs, 
loudly.

REPRESENTATIVE
...That I, excuse me, I propose removing from the legal 
process: Proof, the concept of being innocent until proven 
guilty, and any judicial oversight. In addition, I propose 
that we defund other programs—education should clearly be on
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the table—in order to pay for this governmental protection 
of businesses threatened by the onslaught of technological 
innovation...

LOBBY enters and coughs 
loudly. REPRESENTATIVE 
rechecks his one page 
flyer.

REPRESENTATIVE
...excuse me again, not technological innovation, but 
technological terrorism in recent years. If the government 
doesn't step up to protect these industries from their own 
customers, from our own constituents, from single mothers, 
the elderly, and any child with a laptop, we'll be spitting 
on the American flag. I don't think any of us here are 
interested in spitting on the American flag.

PROFESSOR, TECHNOLOGY, and
PUBLIC enter from other 
side of the stage. PUBLIC 
places a single bill into 
REPRESENTATIVE's pocket. 
PROFESSOR offers a book 
length printout of re-
search on the subject at 
hand. REPRESENTATIVE 
doesn't acknowledge this 
and PROFESSOR places it on
the ground, at REPRESENTA-
TIVE's feet. TECHNOLOGY 
hands REPRESENTATIVE a new
smart phone. All wait, 
staring at REPRESENTATIVE.

REPRESENTATIVE
It appears that there are...

LOBBY whistles, snaps fin-
gers, and points to REPRE-
SENTATIVE's pocket con-

295



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

taining the larger sum of 
money.

REPRESENTATIVE
That there are other voices in the debate...

REPRESENTATIVE's new smart
phone begins to make a 
"dinging" sound as new e-
mails, tweets, etc. arrive
on the smart phone.

REPRESENTATIVE
...But, uh, having, uh...

LOBBY re-enters stage and 
places another large sum, 
larger than the first, 
into REPRESENTATIVE's 
pocket. LOBBY smiles at 
PROFESSOR, PUBLIC, and 
TECHNOLOGY before leaving.

REPRESENTATIVE
Having...

REPRESENTATIVE looks at 
PROFESSOR, TECHNOLOGY, and
PUBLIC, then REPRESENTA-
TIVE looks at the pockets.
For a final time, REPRE-
SENTATIVE looks at PROFES-
SOR, TECHNOLOGY, and PUB-
LIC: REPRESENTATIVE shrugs
shoulders. Smart phone 
continues dinging.

REPRESENTATIVE
We, the representatives of the People, must always listen to
our constituents in order to serve them well and be 
reelected for our actions on their behalf. On behalf of the 
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people I bring this bill to the floor, and I ask you to 
consider all the issues fully...

REPRESENTATIVE picks up 
PROFESSORS huge pile of 
papers. Smart phone is 
still dinging.

REPRESENTATIVE
...as I have, and vote for this bill.

Smart phone is dinging 
wildly now. REPRESENTATIVE
tries to speak louder than
the smart phone.

REPRESENTATIVE
Technology is dangerous!

REPRESENTATIVE smashes the
new smartphone to silence.

REPRESENTATIVE
Without governmental regulation of, by, and for the People.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

RETIRED A retired citizen.

COLLEGE STUDENT Student enrolled in a college.

MINSTER A minister.

CONSTRUCTION WORKER A construction worker.

PROFESSOR A professor.

Sources
• The first section, “The Public,” quotes heavily from 

the following interviews: 
http://www.archive.org/details/QuestionCopyright.org_in
terviews_Chicago_2006

• The second section, "The Professor," uses several 
quotes from Lawrence Lessig's book Remix: 
http://www.archive.org/details/LawrenceLessigRemix
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The Public

Montage with lights. The 
public responding to ques-
tions. "WHAT IS COPY-
RIGHT?" is visible.

RETIRED
I have no idea.

COLLEGE STUDENT
That's why my school censors the web. Even the legal stuff.

MINISTER
Something that protects a, uh, original idea.

ARTIST
It's supposed to protect the artist.

CONSTRUCTION WORKER
Copyright prevents me from recording pay-per view with my 
DVR.

"WHAT IS COPYRIGHT PROTEC-
TION FROM?" is visible.

ARTIST
Other artists selling my work as their own.

CONSTRUCTION WORKER
It had better be protection from me: I love my boxing shows.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Lawsuits? No, that can't be right. Um...

MINISTER
Someone stealing your original idea.

Focus to RETIRED. Pause. 
RETIRED shrugs shoulders. 
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"HOW LONG HAS COPYRIGHT 
EXISTED? WHAT IS ITS HIS-
TORY?" is visible.

COLLEGE STUDENT
I don't know, nineteen hundred?

CONSTRUCTION WORKER
Um, the thirties maybe?

ARTIST
Hmm. I don't know.

MINISTER
I have no idea.

RETIRED
Well how many more questions are there then!

"DO YOU KNOW ANYONE WHO 
SWAPS COPYRIGHTED MATERI-
ALS OVER THE INTERNET?" is
visible.

MINISTER
Oh, sure. Yeah.

RETIRED
You mean that Rapster thing I saw in the paper?

CONSTRUCTION WORKER
Psh! No comment.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Are you kidding? Of course! Everyone! Absolutely everyone! 
There isn't a single person...

ARTIST
I, uh... no. I don't know anyone who, uh... 
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COLLEGE STUDENT
...my mother, my father, my uncle Joe, his girlfriend 
Mindy...

ARTIST
...does any of that illegal stuff...

COLLEGE STUDENT
...half of my professors, Angie the bartender down at the...

ARTIST
...I'd tell you if I did, but, uh, I really don't know 
anyone who...

COLLEGE STUDENT
...his three year old kid, old man Jasper, the "dog lady"...

"HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT 
THIS FILESHARING?" is vis-
ible.

RETIRED
My grandkids send their pictures and nice cards on the 
email.

MINISTER
I use pictures in my sermons and I try my best to give 
credit but that image search: it's all right there.

COLLEGE STUDENT
So we just leared about the Library of Alexander, I think, 
and, uh, his library sucks compared to the internet. You get
me?

CONSTRUCTION WORKER
I'm not saying another word.

ARTIST
Mixed feelings. I'd be upset if someone stole my stuff and 
made money, but has copyright ever helped me? No. I sorta 
wish people would pirate my stuff.
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"ANY OTHER THOUGHTS OR 
COMMENTS ABOUT COPYRIGHT?"
is visible. Focus to CON-
STRUCTION WORKER who 
cracks knuckles and nods 
head "No."

RETIRED
Bye bye, now.

COLLEGE STUDENT
It's important for those artists, I guess, who don't make 
much money. But for everyone else it's just a pain in the...

ARTIST
Wanna commission an original song?

MINISTER
Most people ignore it, clearly. I understand the concept of 
it, I guess, but do we need to re-look at it, with all the 
technology now? Do we need to be better educated or do the 
laws need to change?
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The Professor

As near an imperceptible 
transition as possible.

PROFESSOR
The laws need to change. Digital technologies make it 
feasible—for the first time in history—to do what Jefferson 
dreamed of when he founded the Library of Congress: "to 
sustain and preserve a universal collection of knowledge and
creativity for future generations.” The costs of digitizing 
and making accessible every bit of our past are increasingly
trivial. At least, the technical costs are trivial. The 
legal costs, on the other hand, are increasingly 
prohibitive.
 
But forget about simply archiving a collection of knowledge 
and creativity, what about creating and sharing knowledge 
and creativity of your own? Now, if copyright were a 
regulation limited to large film studios and record 
companies, then its complexity and inefficiency would be 
unfortunate but not terribly significant. So what if Fox has
to hire more lawyers to work through complex copyright 
licensing problems? But when copyright law purports to 
regulate everyone with a computer—from kids accessing the 
Internet to grandmothers who allow their kids to access the 
Internet—then there is a special obligation to make sure 
this regulation is clear. And we know, from our studies, 
that it is anything but clear.

So we have a problem on our hands as a society and as a 
culture. If copyright regulates copies, and copying is as 
common as breathing, then a law that triggers federal 
regulation on copying is a law that regulates too far. If 
the law is going to regulate your kid, it must do so in a 
way your kid can understand.

The main function of copyright law is to protect the 
commercial life of creativity. In the vast majority of 
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cases, that commercial life is over after a very short time.
There is no good copyright reason for the law to interfere 
with archives or universities that seek to digitize and make
available our creative past. And yet the law does. There is 
no good reason for anyone with access to a computer to be a 
criminal. And yet we all are.
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The Representative

The Representative casu-
ally walks up to the 
podium wearing pants with 
huge pockets on both sides
and a clown-sized—not 
clown colored—mallot.

REPRESENTATIVE
Our job, as representatives, is to understand the issues as 
best we can in order to represent the people we serve. Today
we are to vote on a new measure, an important measure, the 
WTF-PRI Act—The World Talent Freedom, Protection Requires 
Insanity Act. Technology has given us the tools to interact 
with the constituents we represent in new and exciting ways.
When this act made its way to my desk I didn't know what to 
think of it. "WTF ACT?" After reading it through the whole 
way, top to bottom, without stopping, I had some concerns. 
I'm sure I'm not alone. Like most of you, I was looking for 
answers.

REPRESENTATIVE shakes pant
pocket. Waits a second, 
then continues.

REPRESENTATIVE
Many of my constituents, it turns out, had great concerns 
with this bill.

REPRESENTATIVE shakes pant
pocket again, more aggres-
sively, before continuing.

REPRESENTATIVE
And not only my constituents, but also prominent leaders and
innovative technology leaders personally wrote an open 
letter to all of us sitting here today.
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REPRESENTATIVE looks off-
stage. Waits, then contin-
ues.

REPRESENTATIVE
Not to mention...

Sound of "dinging" on REP-
RESENTATIVE's smart phone,
which he checks.

REPRESENTATIVE
New tweet! Not to mention this single mother of five, who 
also works as a foster parent in addition to her three 
minimum wage jobs and volunteer work for the...

A loud cough is heard off-
stage. LOBBY enters with a
brick of money and places 
it firmly into REPRESENTA-
TIVE's pocket, whispers in
REPRESENTATIVE's ear, and 
finally hands REPRESENTA-
TIVE a one-page flyer be-
fore exiting.

REPRESENTATIVE
And while all of those concerns were considered with the 
utmost respect and care, I took it upon myself to learn as 
much about the issues as possible.

REPRESENTATIVE reads off 
of one-page flyer.

REPRESENTATIVE
I would like to support the WTF-PRI Act and suggest, 
strongly, that we add language removing unnecessary red tape
in order to allow businesses to more easily prosecute 
those...
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Shift focus to the members
of the PUBLIC section, as 
well as the PROFESSOR 
while representative con-
tinues speaking.

REPRESENTATIVE
...who threaten the very economy by stealing and copying the
intellectual property of the rightful copyright owners: the 
big businesses. These pirates are destroying America. We 
need to remove concepts like "proof," "Innocent until proven
guilty," and any form of "judicial oversight," or "human 
rights" that stand in the way of a swift and warrant-less 
prosecution.

PROFESSOR and the charac-
ters from the Public sec-
tion move towards REPRE-
SENTATIVE. A member of the
Public places a single 
bill into REPRESENTATIVE's
pocket. PROFESSOR offers a
large body of research 
which is ignored by the 
REPRESENTATIVE. PROFESSOR 
leaves it at REPRESENTA-
TIVE's feet. All members 
of the Public take out 
their smart phones and be-
gin texting. REPRESENTA-
TIVE's smart phone is now 
"dinging" like crazy, 
drowning out almost all 
sound. REPRESENTATIVE be-
gins shaking pant pocket 
again.

REPRESENTATIVE
But opposition grows, and I must take into account the 
constituents I serve. Their voices must rise above the rest 
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to inform my opinion. They, solely, are the voice I must 
represent in this position...

A loud whistle is heard 
offstage. LOBBY briskly 
enters with another brick 
of money and places it 
into REPRESENTATIVE's 
pocket. REPRESENTATIVE 
tries to speak over the 
sound of the "dinging" 
from the Public, but can-
not. REPRESENTATIVE places
the smart phone on the 
ground and smashes it with
the large mallet.

REPRESENTATIVE
Technology is dangerous...

All of the phones previ-
ously in the hands of the 
Public fall to the ground 
in pieces.

REPRESENTATIVE
...without Governmental regulation of, by, and for the 
People.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

COLLEGE STUDENT Student enrolled in a college.

PROFESSOR A professor.

REPRESENTATIVE A representative.

ARTIST An artist.

POLICE 1 An officer of the law.

POLICE 2 An officer of the law.

Sources
• http://www.archive.org/details/QuestionCopyright.org_in

terviews_Chicago_2006
• http://www.archive.org/details/LawrenceLessigRemix
• http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/1041/pg1041.html
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PART 1: THE EYES CAN COPY

Empty stage, save a small 
pile of burnt books and 
remnants of paper. The 
smell of smoke. Twilight. 
COLLEGE STUDENT is re-
vealed with light, trying 
to read a broken book. 
Gives up and places it 
carefully on the ground.

COLLEGE STUDENT
...leaving, leaving, leaving. 
Everything is leaving. 
Everything is always like it is leaving. 
Like it never was.

PROFESSOR
And art made tongue-tied by authority.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Like it never was. 
And I'll never learn. 
How does that work? 
Who benefits now?

PROFESSOR
I found another, 
nearly complete.

PROFESSOR hands student a 
book. It does not look 
"new" by any means.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Ash obscures the title 
Ah, King Lear
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PROFESSOR
A steady downfall.

We hear a thunderclap, a 
flash of lightening, fol-
lowed by the sound of 
rain. PROFESSOR runs to-
wards one stack of books.

PROFESSOR
Can these be salvaged?

COLLEGE STUDENT
Yes. The others are completely lost.

PROFESSOR
I'll put them here for now. Then we'll move them under the 
tree.

COLLEGE STUDENT looks at 
the book's cover.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Our sympathies rest with the King? 
Or might we place our hearts 
firmly with the peasants?

PROFESSOR
Perhaps it's a comedy then, 
these things change with time.

COLLEGE STUDENT
I like the books of pictures.

PROFESSOR
Why don't you open it?

COLLEGE STUDENT opens the 
book. Bright light illumi-
nates from the book. COL-
LEGE STUDENT shuts the 
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book, jumps up, and begins
whispering wildly.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Where did you get this! 
Do you know how much trouble you'll be in! 
Are you trying to get us killed?

PROFESSOR
I though you'd be happy. 
It's full of texts and pictures 
from before.

COLLEGE STUDENT
How could I be happy? 
You've put is in danger.

PROFESSOR
You saw it, right? 
Did you see it?

A firework in the sky. 
Loud bang. Temporary 
light. COLLEGE STUDENT 
falls to the ground, 
afraid.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Oh, shit! They're coming. 
What did I tell you?

COLLEGE STUDENT begins to 
run away, book in hand.

PROFESSOR
But you saw it right? 
You saw it right? 
Hey! You saw it, right?

POLICE officers run on the
stage. One tackles COLLEGE
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STUDENT, knocking the book
to the floor in the 
process. COLLEGE STUDENT 
is dragged off-stage, the 
phone is smashed, the book
torn in half, and the PRO-
FESSOR, still asking "You 
saw it, didn't you?" is 
about to be bashed in the 
back of the head when: 
Blackout. The sound of be-
ing underwater for at 
least eight seconds. 
Lights rise in bright 
white light. A large man 
steps through a cloud of 
smoke puffing an enormous 
cigar and talking on the 
phone. When the smoke dis-
sipates, a modest library 
of books is revealed in 
the background creating a 
rainbow of colorful 
spines.

REPRESENTATIVE
That's the way things had to work, preacher. Look, I'm as 
sorry as the next guy that you'll have to independently fund
the carving of your Christ-figure hanging on the cross. You 
should've ditched the iconography when we rid ourselves of 
that horrifying public domain and made any and all 
reproductions a crime against progress—I mean business.

REPRESENTATIVE looks out, 
over the audience, as if 
looking down upon the 
world through a window be-
fore throwing his cigar 
across the room.
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REPRESENTATIVE
Freedom of religion has nothing to do with it! You stingy 
religions just want to benefit from the work of the great 
corporate and private sponsors across the ages without 
paying. Fly to Italy and pay the admission fee if you want 
to see the Sistine Chapel. It had to be forcibly reclaimed 
by the governments of the world from the Vatican in order to
protect art. I don't get why you don't get this. Licensing 
the Bible was a necessary step towards protecting it from 
dessication. And don't make me tell you what we're gonna do 
to you if we catch those "monkeys" of yours getting cute 
again and writing it out by hand. The fines are steep, as 
you know, and we don't accept your criticism of our methods.
I talk to you personally as a courtesy, but that courtesy 
will quickly end unless you cut it out. Don't make me bring 
you in here again, or have you forgotten?

REPRESENTATIVE coughs 
loudly and moves the phone
to his chest before walk-
ing out and gazing out the
window over the audience 
once more. The sound of 
loud fireworks popping. 
Light hits the REPRESENTA-
TIVE's face intermit-
tently. As we fade to 
black on REPRESENTATIVE's 
silent admiration of the 
fireworks and oppression 
they represent, the sound 
of a low humming and dis-
tant screaming get louder.
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PART 2: THE EARS CAN COPY

Single light from a prison
window. COLLEGE STUDENT 
sits on the floor. Across 
the room is ARTIST, 
scrawling pictures on the 
wall with anything at all.
Fireworks pop outside the 
window. Faint screaming, 
rustling of feet, stomping
of boots, burning of books
is heard in the distance.

COLLEGE STUDENT
What are you drawing.

ARTIST
Pictures—pictures from before—pictures 
They took them 
They took them away 
Like magic 
But bad magic 
I work to bring them back.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Where did you see them.

ARTIST shoots COLLEGE STU-
DENT a sharp look.

ARTIST
Don't talk like that 
Don't say things things 
Not here 
They'll hear you 
They're always listening 
They're always making copies of our voices.
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COLLEGE STUDENT
Had you drawn over here as well? I think I see some markings
underneath the...

ARTIST
Everyday 
They wash the pictures down the drain 
Impermanent 
I draw to remember them. 
Don't know if they exist anywhere else. 
You might remember these though. 
Hard to stop copies in the mind.

COLLEGE STUDENT
How long have...

ARTIST
Several years 
I think 
Tried to keep track 
All down the drain 
Did you know that time is relative?

COLLEGE STUDENT looks to-
wards the audience.

COLLEGE STUDENT
What's the deal with her?

ARTIST
Gave up 
Stopped 
Nothing left 
You...

ARTIST nods, heavily indi-
cating the drawings.

COLLEGE STUDENT
You learned them from...
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ARTIST
Shh! 
The copies 
the copies of voices 
never good to give them proof 
they work without it well enough.

COLLEGE STUDENT reaches 
for a drawing utensil. 
ARTIST nods approval. COL-
LEGE STUDENT begins to 
draw.

ARTIST
Where'd you see it?

COLLEGE STUDENT
I thought we weren't supposed to talk about that.

ARTIST
Curiosity, you know?

COLLEGE STUDENT does a 
very rough, almost stick 
figure like drawing, of 
The Last Supper by 
Leonardo da Vinci.

COLLEGE STUDENT
There. That's sort of it, anyway.

ARTIST
Thanks so much for sharing it with me.

More fireworks are heard 
flashing outside.

COLLEGE STUDENT
More raids?
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ARTIST
Humans are prone to copying 
I heard Aristotle said something like that once 
A long time ago.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Who's Aristotle?

ARTIST
I guess he wrote books. 
He must have been a smart one.

More fireworks crackle as 
they look out the window. 
The sound grows louder as 
the lights fade. Eventu-
ally, the booms morph into
the sound of being under-
water. Then screaming un-
derwater. Then: Blue 
light. PROFESSOR stands 
center stage, alone, 
thrashing in slow motion 
wildly. The underwater 
sounds and screaming come 
to a complete stop. I sin-
gle rounded tone, high, is
the only sound other than 
silence. Professor keeps 
moving slowly, eyes 
closed, in slow motion. 
Voice-over: 

PROFESSOR'S VOICE
I kept asking if he'd seen it. I kept asking, shouting, if 
he'd seen it. I wanted to know. I needed to know. Had he 
seen it? Had he actually seen it? The image? Perhaps we take
for granted the amazing abilities we have at any given time.
Taking them for granted means that we don't fight for them. 
I'm here to tell you: you need to fight for them. Take it 
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from me. It's important now.

Bright white lights. Sound
of splashing water. PRO-
FESSOR is yanked violently
backwards by two large men
wearing black and quickly 
pressed forward again to 
the sound of a splash. 
Blue light.

PROFESSOR'S VOICE
I know I took things for granted. I took the greatest 
library on earth for granted. I took it for granted every 
day. I didn't donate to these amazing worldwide projects 
being offered for free. I didn't even think about it. I 
clicked, I learned, and I was better for it—the world was 
better for it. I was like everyone else. All my work using 
and no work understanding. Things happened slowly at first. 
The physical libraries started to close—who needed them when
we had the web—then the digital content was "licensed" 
instead of being bought, and someone else controlled it. At 
first it seemed like a dream. 

Bright white lights. Sound
of splashing water. PRO-
FESSOR is again yanked vi-
olently backwards by two 
large men wearing black 
and quickly pressed for-
ward again to the sound of
a splash. Blue light.

PROFESSOR'S VOICE
Then they started erasing history. Shakespeare, for one, 
lost his bawdiness. Then they started erasing the present: 
entire websites were censored. Laws were changed. Innovation
was stalled and then completely stopped. The thing I took 
for granted—I believed, wrongly, that they'd let everyone 
in. They'd let the world share. That knowledge would be 
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accessible to all. That they couldn't stop this natural 
progress toward a better tomorrow...

Sound of a gunshot. Bright
red lights. PROFESSOR's 
eyes open wide. Splashing 
water. PROFESSOR stops 
moving slowly and starts 
to lower arms. Red begins 
turning slowly to Blue—
purple, royal.

PROFESSOR'S VOICE
...but they did. Too many of us took it for granted.

PROFESSOR floats for a mo-
ment or two more before 
blackout.
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PART 3: WITHOUT COPY

POLICE officers having a 
cup of coffee in a hall-
way.

POLICE 1
So what'd you do last night?

POLICE 2
Barbeque.

POLICE 1
Oh yeah? Sounds great. I haven't had a barbeque in years. 
Where'd you get the beef? I can't afford that stuff.

POLICE 2
Bread-based.

POLICE 1
Oh.

POLICE 2
But they, uh, we used this new sauce thing.

POLICE 1
Oh, that real beef stuff?

POLICE 2
Yeah.

POLICE 1
It was good then?

POLICE 2
Yeah.

Long pause. Each take a 
couple of sips. POLICE 2 
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spits out his coffee and 
dumps it in a garage bin.

POLICE 1
Just like this "coffee," huh?

POLICE 2
I mean I'm just dying for a steak, or something, you know?

POLICE 1
What can you do? Only one manufacturer of cows. They charge 
whatever they want.

POLICE 2
Yeah. Hey, I remember reading, uh, before, about people in 
India worshiping cows or something.

POLICE 1
Really?

POLICE 2
Yeah. You think they still do that? Maybe there's cows just 
everywhere, roaming around, looking for a mouth to feed.

POLICE 1
No way to know.

POLICE 2
Yeah. I guess not. Stupid idea.

POLICE 1
No, not so stupid, right? Dreams is what we've got. Not so 
stupid at all.

POLICE 1 throws coffee in 
the garbage bin.

POLICE 1
Let's have a "barbecue" this weekend, huh? What do you say? 
I'll bring the real beef.
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END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

REPRESENTATIVE Representative of the People.

COLLEGE STUDENT A college student.

FOOL A fool.

ARTIST An artist.

MINISTER A minister.

Influences I'm Aware of...
• http://www.archive.org/details/QuestionCopyright.org_in

terviews_Chicago_2006
• http://www.archive.org/details/LawrenceLessigRemix
• http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/100
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Interviews

"WHAT IS COPYRIGHT?" is 
visible

MINISTER
It protects the artists, and their ideas. 

COLLEGE STUDENT
It makes sure that music and books aren't used illegally. 
So, like, others don't plagiarize art.

FOOL
Copyright? Sloppy-wrong! I learned to properly knot my 
bowtie on the internet.

Water sprays out of FOOL's
bowtie.

ARTIST
It gives them ownership of the idea so they can sell it. No 
one else can sell it. So you make money. That's what it's 
for.

REPRESENTATIVE
Copyright is very, very, extremely important. And I must 
stress that, extremely important. Thank you.

Smile. Wave.

"PROTECTION FROM WHAT?" is
visible

COLLEGE STUDENT
The guy at my orientation said copyright protected artists 
from college students. So, like, protection from their fans,
I guess. Online protection from their fans?

ARTIST
Protection from other artists stealing their work, putting 
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their names on it, and selling it as their own. Nobody wants
to have their ideas stolen.

REPRESENTATIVE
Pirates. Terrorists. Child labor and suicide bombers. These 
are things we should all be protected from. Thank you.

Smile. Wave.

MINISTER
Protection from stealing their ideas. So their ideas can't 
be stolen from them.

FOOL
I decide to throw a pie in my face.

FOOL smashes a pie into 
face. Through the cream:

FOOL
I did it, and now, I own it. No slip shoddy paper work to 
fill out. It's mine.

FOOL wipes cream off of 
face, licks off of finger.

FOOL
Mmmmm. That tastes, well, not that great. I'll improve on 
it! But there'll be fines to pay if I catch anyone else 
improving on my pie-face-smashing property! (Pause.) Maybe 
bananas.

"HOW LONG HAS COPYRIGHT 
EXISTED? WHAT IS ITS HIS-
TORY?" is visible.

FOOL
Copyright began as a way to...

FOOL censors self with pie
to the face.
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MINISTER
I have no idea.

COLLEGE STUDENT
I read a book once, I think, and it had a copyright. It was 
old, like, uh, the nineteen thirties, maybe?

FOOL
Copyright began as a way to cens...

FOOL censors self, again, 
with pie to the face.

ARTIST
I really couldn't say. A hundred years, maybe?

FOOL blurts out quickly: 

FOOL
Seventeen Ten!

FOOL winces, expecting a 
pie that never comes. 

REPRESENTATIVE
Forever, as nature intended. Thank you.

Smile. Wave.

FOOL
It began as a form of...

FOOL takes another pie to 
the face. Begrudgingly 
wipes off cream covering 
mouth:

FOOL
...censorship.
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Pause. FOOL takes another 
pie to the face. "DO YOU 
KNOW ANYONE WHO SWAPS 
COPYRIGHTED MATERIALS OVER
THE INTERNET?" is visible.

REPRESENTATIVE
I wouldn't associate with such low-life, reprehensible 
criminals. Thank you.

Smile. Wave.

COLLEGE STUDENT
Absolutely everyone.

ARTIST
No, I don't know anyone who —
 

FOOL laughs wildly.

COLLEGE STUDENT
All of my friends, my little sister, all of her friends —

ARTIST
Honestly, I'd tell you if I did, but I —

FOOL laughs wildly.

COLLEGE STUDENT
— the "can man" by Walmart, the "dog lady" on the corner of 
third street —

ARTIST
— I really don't know anyone who does that —

FOOL continues laughing.

COLLEGE STUDENT
— the hot librarian, the creepy librarian, the —
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ARTIST
No one I know does that illegal stuff.

FOOL, still laughing 
heartily, smashes a pie 
into the artists face.

FOOL
The artist doesn't know anybody. Ha!
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The Big Jest

REPRESENTATIVE sits on a 
kingly thrown. FOOL sits 
in a far-too-small kinder-
garten chair with attached
desk.

REPRESENTATIVE
I have heard.

FOOL
Of course you have.

REPRESENTATIVE
What!?

FOOL
You have heard. Yes. Go on.

REPRESENTATIVE
I have heard... troubling things indeed... about this 
copying.

FOOL
Troubling things!

REPRESENTATIVE
What!?

FOOL
You have heard troubling things.

REPRESENTATIVE
Yes. Troubling things... about this copying.

FOOL
Copying!
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REPRESENTATIVE
What!?

FOOL
The highest form of flattery.

REPRESENTATIVE
Yes. The highest form of larceny! Something must be done!

FOOL
Well, I find it all quite fun.

REPRESENTATIVE
The gallows! To keep others safe from harm!

FOOL
Just cut off all of their copied arms!

REPRESENTATIVE
What!?

FOOL
Forget about wringing their little necks. To stretch them 
out would make them unique. Rather remove their copied arms,
to keep your uniqueness safe from harm!

REPRESENTATIVE
Arms! How true! They stole my birthright! My uniqueness! My 
God-given light! Bring them in!

FOOL
Bring them in!

REPRESENTATIVE
What!?

ARTIST, COLLEGE STUDENT, 
and MINISTER enter as 
peasants.
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FOOL
Why look at that! They all stand the same! "Hello my..." 
Whoa! One even copied your name!

REPRESENTATIVE
You are named JOHN!

MINISTER
I am.

REPRESENTATIVE
Well give it back! You copied my name! I'll have none of 
that!

MINISTER
But it's my name. How can I dispossess myself of it?

FOOL
I'll remove their name, dear King!

FOOL rips off their 
nametag and crumples it 
before whispering to MIN-
ISTER:

FOOL
Play along now. (Louder:) From here on you will be called 
Gertrude.

MINISTER
Gertrude!

REPRESENTATIVE
Aye! Gertrude is your name.

FOOL
Armless Gertrude!

REPRESENTATIVE
Quite right! You're all found guilty of copying my arms!

335



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

ARTIST attempts to hide 
arms.

ARTIST
I don't have arms.

REPRESENTATIVE
Oh. I thought I saw...

FOOL
Sure enough, Master, no arms to be found.

FOOL whispers to ARTIST:

FOOL
Well played.

REPRESENTATIVE
Then you are free! But the rest...

ARTIST flees the room 
quickly.

FOOL
Dear me, King, but wasn't Gertrude your grandmother's name?

REPRESENTATIVE
Grandmother... I think you're right.

MINISTER
I can be called...

FOOL
Call in the mathematician, sir! Surely we'll be able to give
everyone a unique name. I could be, oh, fifty three!

REPRSENTATIVE
I quite like my name...

FOOL
Well, you could be the only John!
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COLLEGE STUDENT
I had a great-great-grandfather named John.

FOOL slaps COLLEGE STUDENT
hard, then whispers:

FOOL
Do you want to keep your arms? (Louder:) We'll rename the 
deceased, Sir!

REPRESENTATIVE
Rename the deceased?

FOOL
All of them.

REPRESENTATIVE
Sounds easy enough.

FOOL
We'll need to rewrite history too! Too many John's in the 
past.

REPRESENTATIVE
I quite like this plan for uniqueness.

FOOL
Snowflakes all, Sir! Snowflakes all! Of course, we'll have 
to rename your namesake, the third King John.

REPRSENTATIVE
Well... I don't know about...

FOOL
A necessary step in ensuring that no one copies.

MINISTER
I was named John in honor of you, dear King.

FOOL
Not anymore! You'll be a number now.
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REPRESENTATIVE
I was named in honor of a long line of ancestors. Is all 
that to be meaningless?

FOOL
The cost of originality sir, `tis the steep steep cost.

REPRESENTATIVE
Let them all go. You may still be called John. I'm 
flattered. Thank your parents.

MINISTER
Thank you, Thank you, King!

COLLEGE STUDENT
Thank you, King

MINISTER and COLLEGE STU-
DENT leave.

REPRESENTATIVE
Copying can be good then, I think.

FOOL
I'm the product of a long line of

FOOL takes a pie in the 
face.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

BRIAN A computer user.

EVA A computer user.

Some Influences:
• https://www.eff.org/
• http://www.fsf.org/
• http://xkcd.com/743/
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The Dilemma

BRIAN sits behind a lap-
top.

BRIAN
Ugh! What is the problem with this stupid thing?

BRIAN hits his computer. 
EVA enters from offstage 
brushing her teeth.

EVA
What's the problem now.

BRIAN
I can't get my music back on. It says it wants to "reformat"
the hard drive, or something, and that reformatting will 
erase all of my music. This is ridiculous.

EVA
Okay. Can I get you a drink or something to calm down.

BRIAN
Calm down? I sent it into the company. It was under 
warranty, and they erased all of my files.

EVA
And why did you send it into the company?

BRIAN
Because it was broken.

EVA
And why was it broken?

BRIAN
Whatever, Eva, let me break your computer and see how happy 
you are about it.
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EVA
You lose your ebooks too?

BRIAN
No.

EVA
Okay.

EVA exits. We hear her 
spit, rinse, etc.

BRIAN
Oh! How could you? How did they? How could they?

EVA from offstage:

EVA
What's wrong now?

BRIAN
I'm going to bite somebody's fingers off, right off of their
hand. This is ridiculous.

BRIAN pours himself a 
drink. EVA reenters.

EVA
You lost your ebooks too?

BRIAN
Yep.

EVA
They did't save anything, huh?

BRIAN
Nope.

EVA
So, what's the problem?
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BRIAN
Dammit, Eva! You know what the problem is. I've lost 
everything.

EVA
And why did you lose it?

BRIAN
The company erased everything.

EVA
And why did you give it to the company?

BRIAN
Cause it was broken.

EVA
And why was it broken.

BRIAN
I dropped it! Okay. Onto the floor. I broke it. Me. I broke 
it. I tripped over an apple on the ground.

EVA
A macintosh?

BRIAN
Granny Smith, okay. So there! Are you happy now or 
something? Does it make you laugh?

EVA
A little.

BRIAN
A little. Huh. A little.

EVA
How many times have I told you about...

BRIAN
Don't talk to me about backing up. I'm not in the mood. 
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Besides, I got all my music and my audiobooks here, anyways.

EVA
Did you put them back on?

BRIAN
That's what that reformatting thing I was telling you about 
was... about. Geez, it's like you're not listening.

EVA
I was brushing my teeth.

BRIAN
And you can't listen at the same time? You chew your 
bubblegum and walk, don't you?

EVA
Fine. I won't help.

BRIAN
Whoa! Hey. Sorry. Hold on a minute, okay? I didn't mean 
anything by it. Listen, all I want to do is put the stuff on
this little device here, back onto this big mess of a 
machine here. Easy, right? There's got to be a way.

EVA
Well...

BRIAN
Well what? Come on! I got things to do. 

EVA
They don't want you to.

BRIAN
Who's they? Who's they? Why don't they want me to? It's my 
stuff.

EVA
They're blocking your ability to do this simple, seemingly 
obvious thing, because they're afraid people will steal 
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music and other files without paying.

BRIAN
But I paid for them! and people do that anyway! You see that
guy on the corner with those DVD's all the time? They aren't
real. People buy them like hot cakes. They buy them like hot
butter on a knife.

EVA
Yeah, but that's the reason.

BRIAN
Yeah, but it's a stupid reason.

EVA
Well, whatever, cause that's the reason.

BRIAN
Really?

EVA
Yeah.

BRIAN
But I already bought it already! It's right here. I paid for
it. I bought it from them even! I bought it from them! Agh! 
This is supposed to be easy!

EVA
Sorry, Brian.

BRIAN
So there's no way to do it then?

EVA
Nope.

BRIAN
I thought I was paying for easy! Easy! "Easy," he says, 
"It'll be easy. That's why you're paying so much." Easy my 
ass!
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BRIAN starts yelling at 
the computer.

BRIAN
I'M GONNA FIND YOUR LIES, COMPUTER. I'm gonna find them all.
Hey, hey hey hey! I remembered something. There's this plug 
in the side, right, there's this plug in the side and I want
to put them together, connect them up, not reformat it but, 
uh, you know, make it like one of those portable things. 
It's a different plug but I think I saved the cord or 
whatever in this box somwhere. Huh? Can I do that.

EVA
You can try it, but that program will open up and tell you 
to erase your drive again. I don't think it'll fit anyway. 
Don't they make "special" cords for that little thing?

BRIAN
I'LL FIND YOU COMPUTER! How can they LIE to ME about this 
being EASY? How can they do that? I'm gonna sue them.

EVA
You probably signed a EULA that says you can't sue them.

BRIAN
I'm gonna sue them for all they're worth, the dirty liars!

BRIAN
Then they can't do that.

EVA
Do you really want to buy a lawyer to find out?

BRIAN
That's just great then. This little thing's got all my stuff
on it... but I can't add anything new or take anything—agh!—
this is so stupid!

EVA
Yep.
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BRIAN
Who made this stuff up, huh? Who made it so this didn't work
right? Ooo! I'm gonna wring their little necks!

EVA
At least your computer works again, right?

BRIAN
It turns on, yeah. What use is a computer without my stuff 
though? I can't listen to my music. I can't listen to my 
books. I can't... I don't even have any of my files—and 
before you even start: I don't need a lecture on backing up.

EVA
Sorry about that. Unfortunately you've got to find the time 
to listen before something like this happens. I can't really
help too much once it has already happened.

BRIAN
I don't want to hear it. You're always, you're always going 
on about that crazy stuff. Just keep your crazy to yourself.

EVA
Alright. Should I grab your toothbrush?

BRIAN
I'm not done drinking, thank you.

EVA
Alright.

EVA gets up to leave.

BRIAN
Where are you going?

EVA
I'm gonna go do some reading, maybe a little work, before 
bed.
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BRIAN
On your working laptop. Just rub it in my face! Thanks a 
lot.

EVA
I'm not rubbing it in your face. You asked me what I was 
going to do.

BRIAN
Whatever.

EVA
And I'm gonna listen to my music! HA!

BRIAN
Stop kicking me while I'm down!

EVA
Bring your broken device in here.

BRIAN
You can—you've been lying to me this whole time? You can fix
it?

EVA
Just bring it in here.

BRIAN
You're cruel.

EVA
And you're hopeless. It's going to happen again, you know 
that don't you?

BRIAN
I don't want to hear any of your zealot stuff! None of it.

EVA
Okay. I'm just saying.
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BRIAN
I know you are.

EVA
I love you you know.

BRIAN
I know. I...

EVA
I know you do. (Pause.) But you know the only reason this 
can be fixed is because I'm a "zealot," right?

BRIAN throws a pillow at 
EVA.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

VAMPIRE A pale male in black with a 
Victorian top hat.

PROMOTER A promoter. Slicked back hair. 
Button down shirt.

GIRLS Screaming Fans

Setting
Front seat of a white van. Large disco ball hangs from rear 
view mirror.

Influence
Saw these two guys in a van in my rear view mirror in early 
July.
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Before the Gig

PROMOTER
This gig is gonna be great! Can you feel it? Can you feel 
this? Woo! I'm so pumped for you, man! I mean, think of it: 
a sea of girls screaming out your name, asking for your 
autograph, pressing keys to their hotel rooms into your 
tight leather pant pockets! You must have made the big time.
I... hey man, what's wrong? Something get your tongue or 
something? I can't believe you don't have a smile on your 
face right now —

PROMOTER brakes quickly to
a complete stop, jolting 
them both forward briefly.

PROMOTER
— don't tell you you got that weird Bavarian stomache flu I 
read about back at the motel a couple of months ago? Oh! 
Come on! This could seriously harm our chances for making it
to the TOP! You got the gig! You can't be feeling down. 
Fiddlesticks! I mean, I heard it was going around but I 
never... vaccinations next year, buddy. I promise you: next 
year. No expense spared for my big star. No expense. I'll 
stick you with whatever needle I have to to make sure you're
ready for the stage. You're gonna have to fight through the 
pain! Grit your teeth a little bit, huh! Yeah! Come on, it's
easy. 

PROMOTER grits teeth and 
growls.

PROMOTER
Like that, huh? Yeah? No? Okay. Alright. Save your energy 
for the gig. Right—like a mantra—"the gig," "the gig," "the 
gig." Alright. Okay.
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PROMOTER starts driving 
again, slowly picking up 
speed.

PROMOTER
Phew! Had me worried there for a minute. Do you see this? 
I've actually got a sweat breaking out here. I'm sweating! 
Ha! Back to good! Back to normal! It's been months since I 
even had anything to worry about! Months! Gonna have to 
change shirts before we meet with everybody. Never let them 
see you sweat. Pit stains don't lie! Ha! Is that why you 
wear black all the time? Huh? It's a good choice. Gotta stay
out of the sun though, I bet. It'd get hot under all that 
dark. It attracts the light, you know. I had a discussion 
with the lighting designer. She said, "Black. Okay. It'll 
suck up all the light." Then she asked if you'd consider 
sequins. I just laughed and laughed. I can't imagine you 
doing your bit up there with sequins. I can't imagine you 
all sparkly emerging from the fog at the beginning, right? 
It'd just look —

VAMPIRE
This?

VAMPIRE indicates the 
disco ball hanging from 
the rear view mirror.

VAMPIRE
Hate.

PROMOTER
You hate this? Really? Next stop, buddy. I'll take it down. 
Never to be seen again. You're my only act now anyway. 
Between you and me—and I mean that—I used to represent a 
disco cover group. I'm not proud of it, okay. They were a 
big hit two counties over and they got me to where I am 
today, but I'll get rid of it soon. The reason I have it up 
is that we used to drive into the little town there and the 
adies, along with their dancing partners, would crowd the 
van when we pulled into town. I think the local cop put all 
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of the lights on Main street to red when he knew we were 
coming to town. Have you ever been accosted by women with 
wheelchairs, walkers, and canes before? They look weak, let 
me tell you something, but they're not weak. I made the 
mistake of rolling down my window once—only once—and I took 
a tennis ball to the eye. No scars to show, or anything, but
I couldn't see right for weeks. Some of those neon colored 
fibers got into my eye and, well, apparently it's a very 
common tennis injury that they just don't talk about.

VAMPIRE
Older people are surprisingly strong.

PROMOTER
Thank you! I'm so glad to hear someone else say that. When I
was walking around the office with an eye-patch it was 
easier to tell them I had gotten involved in a gang fight or
something. Of course I'm an honest guy, so by then everyone 
knew the real story—or "real" story as they put it—and I was
the laughing stock of the town. You didn't hear about that, 
did you? No? I hope it didn't make it across county lines. 
That would truly be embarrassing. Thank God we didn't have 
the internet back then! Some things you can never live down.
Hey, let's get to know each other a little better, okay? A 
grandmother making me a pirate with a tennis ball is one of 
my most embarassing stories. What about you?

VAMPIRE
Embarassing story?

PROMOTER
Haven't you ever been embarrased before?

VAMPIRE
Never.

PROMOTER
Okay. Okay! Ha! Keeping in character! Huh? That's great! 
That's the energy I love about you.
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VAMPIRE
Stories, though...

PROMOTER
Is this a—a story about about you—no! Well—in character! 
You're practicing! Okay. Alright. Lay it on me. I wrote copy
for a number of years for a local business. Give it a whirl.
I can give you some action words, some power verbs, some 
tips to help clean it up.

VAMPIRE
I'm only interested in truth.

PROMOTER
Sure you are! Of course! Truth it is. Not a single word from
me. I'll keep my mouth shut. See this... I'm zipping it up 
and locking the key and I'll put it in your hand. Ha ha! 
Okay, go ahead. Okay?

VAMPIRE
Dark. Night. Someone wants to cross the street. "Oh, here, 
let me help" says the old man with the stop sign wearing 
neon. I hate neon. I hate stopping. I approach the middle of
the intersection quickly and —

PROMOTER
But kids don't go to school at night, right? I mean, I've 
never seen a crossing guard working at —

VAMPIRE
I said: I hate stopping.

PROMOTER
Right. Okay.

PROMOTER re-zips, locks, 
etc. mouth and hands key 
to VAMPIRE.

VAMPIRE
I quickly make it to the intersection of the road. Tragic. 
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The old man with the stop sign is having a heart attack. 
Pacemaker quit on him. He falls at my feet. The woman he was
helping across the street stands dumbstruck, her mind 
elsewhere, and is hit by a passing garbage truck. The glaze 
over her eyes remains as they peel her from the grill hours 
later. The man, already dead, is an afterthought. Tragic, by
human terms, but less so than the woman and the garbage 
truck.

PROMOTER
That isn't about kids.

VAMPIRE
No.

PROMOTER
Okay. I mean, it's sort of spooky, I guess, but it isn't 
about, you know, evil or darkness or anything. I don't get 
the angle.

VAMPIRE
Truth.

PROMOTER
What if you rushed to the center of the street and stopped 
the old man's heart with a finger snap. Huh? Then you pushed
the woman in front of the garbage truck and like, I don't 
know, sucked everyone's blood to stay looking young and 
handsome.

VAMPIRE
Truth.

PROMOTER
I don't get the angle is all. What about —

VAMPIRE
Why does it have to be about anything?

PROMOTER
We're going for something, uh, with a KA-BOOM! You know, 
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something that grabs them. Something that makes them, uh, 
fear you. Fear your presence even. Or, you know, at the same
time long to be near you. I mean, I get the vampire vibe and
all, I just don't think you're using it fully. It's got 
potential. It's got a lot of potential.

VAMPIRE
Continue.

PROMOTER
You gotta be, I don't know, more violent.

VAMPIRE
Violent?

PROMOTER
Yeah, violent.

VAMPIRE
Violent.

The word "Violent" echoes 
into screaming, feet 
stomping and running, 
growling, etc.
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After the Gig

Lights up. VAMPIRE covered
in blood. PROMOTER shaking
silently. Still in the 
van.

VAMPIRE
Go.

PROMOTER starts the car 
and begins to drive.

PROMOTER
Where are we going?

VAMPIRE
Just drive.

PROMOTER
I didn't mean what I said back then, before you know, about 
being violent. I just meant —

VAMPIRE
Quiet.

PROMOTER
Okay.

VAMPIRE
Take the first exit and then get out of the car at the 
overpass.

PROMOTER
Okay. And then what are you going to do?

VAMPIRE
I'm going to be about something. I'm going to be more 
violent. Like you said, I'm going to be more violent.
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PROMOTER
I mean the story, okay? The story. not —

VAMPIRE
I'm only interested in truth. Now I'll have a story to tell.
A true story.

PROMOTER
Then just be yourself!

VAMPIRE
Slow down.

Van comes to a stop.

VAMPIRE
Get out.

PROMOTER
I'm not giving you the keys, though.

VAMPIRE
Yes you are. Of course you are.

PROMOTER
I don't know what's gotten into you, but it's not right.

VAMPIRE
You don't know when to shut your mouth, do you? Always 
yapping like a little dog.

PROMOTER
I guess I don't then.

PROMOTER gets out of the 
van.

VAMPIRE
Give me the keys.
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PROMOTER
What? Are you taking the highway to hell? You missed your 
exit back at the gig. You could've just waited for the cops 
to show up. A bullet to hell is much faster.

VAMPIRE gets out of the 
car.

PROMOTER
What did you do to everyone in there, huh? The lights went 
out and then everyone was dead and you were covered in 
blood. Is that what you're gonna do to me? I want to know.

VAMPIRE
You have no idea what I'm going to do to you.

PROMOTER
That's why I asked.

VAMPIRE
Now give me the keys, for the last time, and I won't hurt 
you.

PROMOTER throws keys to 
VAMPIRE.

VAMPIRE
Maybe I'll just hurt you a little...

PROMOTER
I'd prefer that you didn't.

VAMPIRE makes scary face 
and sound. PROMOTER 
shrinks in fear. Suddenly,
several girls emerge from 
the back of the van 
through the cabin. They 
are covered in blood, car-
rying mylar balloons, and 
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screaming "Happy Birth-
day!"

VAMPIRE
Happy birthday you old fool!

PROMOTER
What?

VAMPIRE
Are you surprised?

PROMOTER
What?

GIRLS
Happy Birthday! Happy Birthday! Happy Birthday! Birthday! 
Happy! Happy!

VAMPIRE
My fans and I planned this for you, as a surprise! Happy 
birthday!

PROMOTER
Oh my God... What?

VAMPIRE
Happy birthday! Did I embrace the violence enough for you 
this time?

PROMOTER
You're kidding me!

VAMPIRE
Truth! Now I've got a story to tell. Shouldn't have let you 
live though! Come on!

VAMPIRE throws PROMOTER 
the keys.
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VAMPIRE
We've got a party planned at the hotel. Cake and everything.

Everyone gets back in the 
van.

VAMPIRE
Let's listen to some of that disco music on the way! Good 
times!

PROMOTER
A nice person. A really nice person. Thanks!

Lights are warm. Quickly 
cut to red. VAMPIRE and 
GIRLS make horrifying 
faces. PROMOTER is happily
smiling and singing along 
to the music. Blackout.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

TALENT A pale male in black with a 
Victorian top hat.

PROMOTER A promoter. Slicked back hair. 
Button down shirt.

Setting
An empty, echoing room.
The front seat of a white van.
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Intro Music

The most lovely classical 
guitar playing brings us 
into the play.
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Horror

At rise the lights come up
quickly. Loud, horrifying 
sound is heard. Scratch-
ing, shrieking, etc. TAL-
ENT stands ominously up-
stage of PROMOTER who is 
cowering in fear at TAL-
ENT's feet. TALENT has 
arms outstretched, a hor-
rifying expression, and is
growling. Perhaps a strobe
would help. This image 
should last only a few 
seconds before blackout.
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The New Talent

PROMOTER and TALENT in two
seats representing the 
front of a van. Disco ball
hangs from rear view mir-
ror. PROMOTER is driving. 
TALENT is in the passenger
seat.

PROMOTER
I just find it a little odd, is all. I mean, when I first 
went to one of your gigs, back in "oh-seven", I thought: 
talented musician, unique style, classically trained—clearly
—but, I had no idea how to market you. It took me nearly 
five years—half a decade—to figure it out. I mean, the 
market sort of figured it out for me, but do you get where 
I'm coming from? Does that make sense at all?

TALENT
No.

PROMOTER
Listen to me now: where did you get those clothes? I mean, 
did you find them in a dumpster or something? Did you have, 
uh, tea-time with grandma every week and convince her to sew
you up something from your imagination? Were your parents 
bikers or into leather or something? And what's with all the
piercings! Just look at you—you're so pale—did you ever go 
outside? Did you live in, like, England or something? Were 
you locked in a basement during your formative years? Were 
you just born this light? Are you—are you wearing makeup or 
something? This, this look of yours, or whatever, is weird. 
Very unconventional.

TALENT
Lots of people look like this.
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PROMOTER
They do, huh?

TALENT
Tons of people. All you have to do is just walk down the 
street and you'll run into —

PROMOTER
I've got a car, thank you, I drive down the street. Anyway, 
that's besides the point. Even if lots of people look like 
this—even if you're telling the truth: and I'm not calling 
you a liar or anything—even if, you know what they don't 
have? Hmm? Talent. You've got talent dripping out of your 
ears. You've got talent coming right out of your fingertips.
You've got some uncanny ability to make a piece of wood and 
some strings sing—absolutely sing!—but the problem is that 
it just doesn't add up.

TALENT
Well, it's not math.

PROMOTER
It doesn't make sense. Listen, where'd you get that hat?

TALENT
Special order from this really neat guy in Bavaria. He's 
about eighty and he takes custom orders for hats in his shop
during the spring. It cost a fortune but —

PROMOTER
You see my point? No? You don't see my point? You're not 
seeing the thing that I've been indelicately trampling on 
top of for the last half-hour or so?

TALENT
No.

PROMOTER
You've got all of these quirks, all of this weirdness and 
specifications for this and for that and the other—but it 
doesn't make sense for your act. Or, rather, it didn't make 
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any sense before. It still doesn't make sense entirely but 
we're gonna work on that.

TALENT
So it's alright then? I'm willing to learn. Music keeps me 
alive, you know. It worked itself out. We're fine, right?

PROMOTER
No! Are you listening to a single thing I've been saying? 
When you walk onto stage I expect you to draw a pentagram in
human blood, sacrifice a goat for the power to play your 
mighty ax, bite heads off of bats, scream your throat raw 
and head bang until you head ache. I expect trashed hotel 
rooms, shocking headlines on newspapers, and freaky poster-
board protests from local religious groups! What I don't 
expect—at all—is for you to sit down on a little wooden 
stool in the middle of an empty stage and pluck out 
enchanting, God-fearing melodies—known and new—on a modest 
classical guitar.

TALENT
Oh.

PROMOTER
Yeah! You get me now, huh! 

TALENT
I look like a freak. One of those heavy metal guys?

PROMOTER
Death metal. Black metal. Satan worshiping rockers from 
hell. But there you go. 

TALENT
But you said the problem was fixed?

PROMOTER
Partially fixed. It will be fully fixed soon.

TALENT
Please don't cut my hair.
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PROMOTER
Cut your hair? Are you kidding? I love the hair.

TALENT
You do?

PROMOTER
Big fan of it, actually. That's the part that fixed itself. 
Your appearance is marketable now, save a couple minor 
cosmetic changes.

TALENT
I'm still playing classical guitar, right?

PROMOTER
I'm not taking away your talent, kid. I'm not gonna steal 
that from you—that's your golden ticket. I'm concerned with 
marketing your talent. And we finally got it down.

TALENT
So what are we doing then?

PROMOTER
Vampires, kid. Vampires.

TALENT
Vampires?

PROMOTER
You don't get out much do you? Have you seen the market for 
vampires recently?

TALENT
I don't know anything about —

PROMOTER
They're everywhere. First some terrible books—and I mean 
terrible—get really popular with the tween crowd. They all 
spent their summers earning certificates for tiny pizzas 
from their local libraries by reading that drivel. And then,
remarkably, those terrible books get turned into God-awful 
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films. Successful, but God-awful. They're better than the 
books, mind you, but they're riddled with all sorts of—You 
know, I gotta stop talking about this or I'll explode! 
Alright, then we've got a perfect storm: Fan fiction —

TALENT
What's fan fiction.

PROMOTER
Kids writing their own stories on the internet. Based on the
existing story: characters and whatnot—it's a big deal to 
ten year old girls.

TALENT
Oh.

PROMOTER
Anyway, we get fan fiction, conventions, magazine covers 
etc. The undead are coming back in a big way. Presidential 
bibliographies about hunting vampires, weird rewrites of 
public domain literature involving zombies, on-demand out-
of-circulation television series making comebacks on the 
web, and a host of other pale-people related stuff in the 
works all over the place. Well guess what, all of that means
that you, my friend, are mainstream. You fit in.

TALENT
I fit in.

PROMOTER
You're marketable. Vampires can be sensitive now. They can 
feel things. They can care. Vampires are the new James Dean.
Sure, you've got sharp teeth, but you might not bite—you can
try to restrain yourself—you're not soulless. You're a 
killer, but soft-spoken —

TALENT
You don't have to yell or scream or sell your soul to Satan.

PROMOTER
Right. Exactly. You can —
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TALENT
Play classical guitar.

PROMOTER
You got it. One crappy book and you've got a chance. How's 
that for a good deal, huh? It's not just about talent, you 
gotta be lucky, and as luck goes, kid, you hit the jackpot. 
You're a weird looking guy—not that I care one way or the 
other—but for you to go mainstream like this is like finding
the cure for cancer or something. Big deal.

TALENT
Great. Cool. Alright.

PROMOTER
I always keep a list of talented weirdos I can't do anything
for at all. I carry it with me in case something happens. 
Well, something happened and here we are.

TALENT
So what do I need to do to, you know, play guitar for my 
fans?

PROMOTER
You've got two problems, kid. Two big problems. One: You're 
too damn nice. You're little. Does that make sense? How 
about this: I don't believe you could kill me. Okay. 
Vampires kill people, even the ones that don't, and killing 
people is a quality you gotta have.

TALENT
I don't want to kill anyone. I'm not a killer. I'm a guitar 
player.

PROMOTER
I'm not gonna ask you to kill anyone—though it wouldn't be 
the first time—but I am gonna ask you to start believing you
could kill someone. Because, let me tell you, given the 
right circumstances you could kill someone in a heartbeat. 
Less than a heartbeat. You could kill them in a soul beat, 
or something mystical like that or something. You get me.
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TALENT
Okay. I can kill someone then.

PROMOTER
That was a little weak—I don't believe you.

TALENT
I thought vampires could be sensitive now. I thought they 
could play classical guitar.

PROMOTER
They can! But you've still got to be internally scary. Full 
of secrets and a terrible past—but we'll fix that later: no 
worries. That gets us to our second problem: there's no 
other-worldliness to you. You're just a weird kid with a 
great talent wearing black clothes and an expensive hat. 
You've gotta get a sense of mystery around you or something.
You look at the guys playing vampires today and you get—
well, you're supposed to get—a calm sort of together type of
thing.

TALENT
Like a confidence, maybe?

PROMOTER
That's it! That's it exactly. You've got to get a confidence
thing going for yourself. Your chest has got to stick out a 
little. Everyone else is going about their business but 
you've seen it all play out already—you've lived so long 
already. You're like the old man at the nursing home with 
the sharp—so sharp —

TALENT
Teeth?

PROMOTER
Mind! Sharp mind asking to play chess every time you walk 
by.

TALENT
I don't visit nursing homes.
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PROMOTER
Well start. And every time you say "no," cause you figure 
"what's this weird old guy gonna do for me?" and you repeat 
yourself, over and over, until eventually you say yes for 
whatever reason—he wore you down maybe—and it turns out that
this guy knows a hell of a lot. He destroys you in chess, 
for one, but his mind is like, I don't know how to describe 
it, but it's like he knows exactly what you're thinking and 
can tell you why you're wrong. Psycologists—or is it 
psychiatrists? Whichever—they study for years to be able to 
sort of see past the bullshit of life, but these old people 
sitting in the homes, they do it without the schooling—they 
did it by living.

TALENT
I can learn how to play chess, but I don't know anything 
about —

PROMOTER
It's not about chess or the training or anything, it's like 
an awareness you don't expect them to have—though pretty 
much they all do—in your case it's even more surprising 
because you're so young. You're so now. You're so it. You're
body is hot but your eyes are cold.

TALENT
Please.

PROMOTER
This isn't me, this is going to be the girls. This is the 
marketing I'm talking about. If you get one the other will 
follow. The killing or the confidence—cause you got neither 
at this moment—and soon enough you'll have them both. So 
step over here and give me your best vampire scare.

TALENT
Okay.

Same set up as introduc-
tory image. This time, 
however, lights and sounds
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are absent. Making the re-
ality pathetic. TALENT 
tries to growl, but PRO-
MOTER is not impressed.

PROMOTER
You know, you don't actually have to growl. I think, if I 
remember right, it's the werewolves that growl. Maybe it was
something else. Just forget the growling. Vampires sort of 
know they're the most powerful thing in the room.

TALENT
Okay.

PROMOTER
You've got to sense it.

Lights flicker. Voice-over
of TALENT character: "I 
could kill him."

PROMOTER
That's getting it. You don't even really have to move.

Lights flicker again. 
Voice-over of TALENT char-
acter: "Just exhale a lit-
tle and he'd turn to 
dust."

PROMOTER
Very good.

Lights flicker again. 
Voice-over of TALENT char-
acter: "I could tear out 
his heart in a single 
breath."

PROMOTER
That's great! Yeah. Go with that. Your inner monologue.
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Lights begin to flicker 
intermittently. Sounds 
emerge. Voice-over of TAL-
ENT character: "I see it 
so clearly now. So tiny 
and insignificant."

TALENT
Like a bug. 

Voice-over of TALENT char-
acter: "A gnat. A little 
trickle of water with legs
and a heart."

PROMOTER
Whoa! Impressing me! Seriously.

TALENT
Tisk tisk tisk.

PROMOTER
Oh yeah!

Voice-over of TALENT char-
acter: "Such a fool. Mis-
placed excitement."

TALENT
I'll show him.

TALENT strikes PROMOTER 
across the face.

PROMOTER
Whoa! Hey. A little, uh, too much into character now.

TALENT strikes PROMOTER 
across the face again.
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PROMOTER
Ouch! Hey! Stop it now! I'm serious —

Repeat of opening image 
with lights and sounds. 
Screaming. Blackout. From 
the dark we hear a classi-
cal guitar. Lights slowly 
up revealing promoter's 
body lying on the ground. 
TALENT sits on a small 
wooden stool playing a 
classical guitar. The 
tune, however, is discor-
dant and disjointed. It 
fades, painfully, as we 
fade to black.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

VAMPIRE A pale male in black with a 
Victorian top hat.

PROMOTER A promoter. Slicked back hair. 
Button down shirt.

Setting
Front seat of a white van. Large disco ball hangs from rear 
view mirror.
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PROMOTER
Life's dream?

VAMPIRE
To be immortalized like Segovia.

PROMOTER
The guitar player?

VAMPIRE
The one and only.

PROMOTER
The immortal angle can work.

VAMPIRE
An undead Andres Segovia?

PROMOTER
No. An undead you playing like Segovia.

VAMPIRE
I can live with that.

PROMOTER
You ready to make a deal?

PROMOTER offers his hand.

VAMPIRE
Thinking...

PROMOTER
You dress like this all the time?

VAMPIRE
Every day.

PROMOTER
Even in the summer?
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VAMPIRE
It's my style.

PROMOTER
Doesn't wearing all that black make you hot?

VAMPIRE
I don't sweat the little stuff.

PROMOTER
So we're in business then?

VAMPIRE
I play guitar and you...

PROMOTER
I market you as the feeling vampire.

VAMPIRE
Watch me pout.

PROMOTER
Too much lip.

VAMPIRE
Better?

PROMOTER
Yes. Let's shake on it.

PROMOTER offers hand 
again.

VAMPIRE
Umm...

PROMOTER
Well, if we did this, first we'd connect with your niche 
market.
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VAMPIRE
Okay. How?

PROMOTER
A little thing called the internet.

VAMPIRE
I have a music page on YouTube.

PROMOTER
That's fine, but you need to be more specific. You need to 
go to the dark side.

VAMPIRE
Black metal web pages?

PROMOTER
No.

VAMPIRE
Peer to peer? Torrents?

PROMOTER
No. No.

VAMPIRE
Facebook?

PROMOTER
Good candidates all, but no. Fan fiction: specifically 
vampire fan fiction.

VAMPIRE
I don't know what that is.

PROMOTER
Long history of fans writing stories in worlds brought to 
being in books.

VAMPIRE
Okay.
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PROMOTER
Star Wars books about minor characters.

VAMPIRE
Written by?

PROMOTER
Losers in basements.

VAMPIRE
Stereotype?

PROMOTER
Clearly. Many successful people live in basements.

VAMPIRE
Name one.

PROMOTER
Batman.

VAMPIRE
Fictional.

PROMOTER
Indicative. At any rate: vampire fan fic pages are just the 
start.

VAMPIRE
Conferences?

PROMOTER
Absolutely.

VAMPIRE
Live action role playing circles?

PROMOTER
Nail-on-head.
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VAMPIRE
Concerts?

PROMOTER
Special guest appearances with "fan bands.”

VAMPIRE
Fan bands?

PROMOTER
Like fanfic but with music.

VAMPIRE
Singing about the fictional world?

PROMOTER
And minor characters, films, plot points, et cetera.

VAMPIRE
Sounds busy.

PROMOTER
It will be.

VAMPIRE
But I’m marketable?

PROMOTER
Thanks to some terrible books, yes.

VAMPIRE
I'll have to read them.

PROMOTER
Please don't.

VAMPIRE
Afraid there'll be more.

PROMOTER
Even without your purchases, yes.

384



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

VAMPIRE
Wikipedia?

PROMOTER
Good synopses there I'm sure.

VAMPIRE
Music stays the same though, right?

PROMOTER
Yep. Your persona though...

VAMPIRE
Stage persona....

PROMOTER
We're not reprogramming you or anything.

VAMPIRE
More hair?

PROMOTER
No. Not appearance. Not too much anyway.

VAMPIRE
And not music.

PROMOTER
No, persona. The aura around you.

VAMPIRE
How do you do that?

PROMOTER
You ever fight?

VAMPIRE
Only pixels on video screens.

PROMOTER
Castlevania?
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VAMPIRE
Missed that one.

PROMOTER
Wikipedia that, please.

VAMPIRE
Got it.

PROMOTER
We'll create the persona through pictures...

VAMPIRE
That's not appearance?

PROMOTER
Not the way you're thinking. Your hair is safe. Trust me.

VAMPIRE
Altering the images or something?

PROMOTER
More like showing a certain side.

VAMPIRE
Okay. Stage show?

PROMOTER
Some pre-show thing. Lights, music, maybe a facade of some 
sort.

VAMPIRE
Ushers in Victorian garb?

PROMOTER
That's a little much.

VAMPIRE
Music video then?
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PROMOTER
Doable. Depends on the funds. We've got to build a fan base 
right now, and that starts with a...

PROMOTER offers hand 
again.

VAMPIRE
Still stewing.

PROMOTER
We'll do library shows.

VAMPIRE
A tour of libraries?

PROMOTER
You'll be billed as a fan band.

VAMPIRE
My persona is going to be a lie?

PROMOTER
Books you've never read propel you to stardom!

VAMPIRE
Books I haven't even Wikipedia'd!

PROMOTER
You'll do fine.

VAMPIRE
Only when they ask me about the music I play.

PROMOTER
You can be a little off-putting. You're a vampire after all!

VAMPIRE
They're not always nice, are they?
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PROMOTER
They're getting nicer in pop culture right now.

VAMPIRE
You take the scary away and you're left with...

PROMOTER
A classical guitarist...

VAMPIRE
Pretending to like books he hasn't read...

PROMOTER
Dressed as a vampire...

VAMPIRE
Playing for tweens in a library.

PROMOTER
You got it! But do we have it?

PROMOTER offers hand 
again.

VAMPIRE
Libraries?

PROMOTER
It could be worse.

VAMPIRE
Really?

PROMOTER
Oh yeah. Much worse. You could still be in a basement 
somewhere.

VAMPIRE
I was happy enough.
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PROMOTER
You were lying to yourself.

VAMPIRE
Fifty people watched my videos.

PROMOTER
And now fifty people will upload their own videos of you 
every night.

VAMPIRE
I'm feeling nauseous.

PROMOTER
Roll down a window.

VAMPIRE
So...

PROMOTER
Deal?

PROMOTER offers hand 
again.

VAMPIRE
Go on tour as a vampire fan?

PROMOTER
Across the library system.

VAMPIRE
A vast, expansive...

PROMOTER
Worth your time, believe me.

VAMPIRE
Or I could go home.
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PROMOTER
But your moment is now. Let's make a deal, Vampire.

VAMPIRE
I'm beginning to think you're the bloodsucker.

PROMOTER makes an oath:

PROMOTER
Angelic as Cain and Abel.

VAMPIRE
Okay.

They shake.

VAMPIRE
Let's go to the library.

PROMOTER
Classical Vamp! This is going to be great!

PROMOTER gets on his 
phone. Begins making 
deals.

VAMPIRE
What's with the disco ball?

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

VAMPIRE A pale male in black with a 
Victorian top hat.

PROMOTER A promoter. Slicked back hair. 
Button down shirt.

392



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

In a forest. A large tree 
trunk.

VINCE
So what do you think?

DARREN
Um, That we're in the middle of a forest.

VINCE
Not just any forest.

DARREN
A big forest.

VINCE
These aren't just any trees.

DARREN
Because they're big trees.

VINCE
Bigger than you know. This tree was climbed—are you ready?—
by the stars of the most recent vampire movie.

DARREN
Wow.

VINCE
You betcha, wow! Come here and touch it. Put your hand on 
this historic trunk. Amazing, isn't it?

DARREN
There are... no words.

VINCE
I've never been so close to something so big before. What's 
wrong?
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DARREN
Feeling a little removed is all.

VINCE
Well come closer. Touch it again. Some fans flock here—they 
say the tree has healing power.

DARREN
No thinks. I'm fine right where I am. 

VINCE
I think there are some things
that are close and distant at the same time: 
Paradise for example. 
The relations between a man and a woman. 
The course a boat takes across the water54

DARREN
Yeah. Okay. I'm close and distant to the tree, I guess. I, 
uh, feel it more over here.

VINCE
That's great! Now, what if I told you that this is the spot!

DARREN
For the music video?

VINCE
You betcha. The best music video ever. Gonna launch your 
career to new heights!

DARREN
Does it have to be under the vampire tree?

VINCE
Your fan base loves those movies.

DARREN
My sister calls the main character the sparkle fairy.

54 From Orestes 2.0 by Charles Mee. 
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VINCE
Not your fan base, clearly.

DARREN
Pre-teen girls with expendable cash?

VINCE
...who love the vampire movies.

DARREN
Well, how is anyone going to even know it's the same tree 
anyway?

VINCE
Bonus features.

DARREN
For a three minute song?

VINCE
All the rage now.

DARREN
Really.

VINCE
Dissemination is cheaper now.

DARREN
Okay. Sure. That part makes sense.

VINCE
...and...

DARREN
What?

VINCE
You're not a fan of the series, are you? Not into vampires? 
Werewolves? Romantic triangles?
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DARREN
Well...

VINCE
You're going to be dressed as a vampire.

DARREN
No way.

VINCE
Yeah way.

DARREN
Come on, Vince. This'll be on video—recorded forever.

VINCE
I hear what you're saying to me, but I just feel like you're
too young to have a helpful philosophy in place yet.

DARREN
What?

VINCE
This tree has an aura, and not because of the film. It is an
ancient aura. A centering of souls. A magnetism against 
being thrown off of the planet. A core.

DARREN
It's a tree.

VINCE
But what does it do to your soul?

DARREN
I don't know, Vince. It makes my soul want to not dress up 
like a vampire!

VINCE
Too young. Life's philosophy hasn't taken hold yet. It's 
unfortunate.
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DARREN
What's unfortunate is that I'm sitting in the middle of a 
forest worshiping a tree and learning I'm going to play 
dress up like a vampire when I should be eating!

VINCE
Well, you've only got so many breakfasts left. You're 
running out of money fast. Music videos like this cost money
and take lots of hired help to get off of the ground.

DARREN
You already agreed to it?

VINCE
Agree? It was my idea!

DARREN
That was my money to spend!

VINCE
Half-true. Money to be spent on promoting you.

DARREN
Well I don't think vampire guy is promotion.

VINCE
Well, you're also not the marketing department.

DARREN
I don't want to do it.

VINCE
Your contract says otherwise.

DARREN
I still don't want to do it.

VINCE
Hair and makeup to your left.
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DARREN
I haven't even eaten!

VINCE
These wonderful little sausages are arriving ever so shortly
by truck.

DARREN
I'm a vegan!

VINCE
A vegan vampire. That sort of fits. We can use that.

DARREN
I hate you.

VINCE
Hate me if it fails.

DARREN
I'll hate you now.

VINCE
Love me if I'm right.

DARREN
Not holding my breath

VINCE
Do vampires breathe?

DARREN leaves stage. Gets 
wet hair, trench coat and 
paled face during next 
line. To tree trunk:

VINCE
You're the star of this piece. You are my center when I spin
away55. I think I'm having a moment. There. Are we ready to 

55 Lyric from Videotape by Radiohead.
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do this?

DARREN walks on stage near
the tree.

DARREN
Great.

VINCE
You look marvelous! Why so depressed—Oh! Feeling the 
brooding nature of your character—Modern vampires have 
emotions. We need you to be running from other vampires. You
need to look scared.

DARREN sort of tries. 
Walks a bit. Shrugs shoul-
ders.

VINCE
That isn't really "scared," that's closer to "bored." Go to 
the other side of the tree, okay. Now peek around, look both
directions and start running.

DARREN
I'm tired.

VINCE
Well get un-tired.

DARREN
I'm gonna breakout. What is this makeup anyway?

VINCE
As a general rule: never ask. Come on! Let's do this.

DARREN
This is a huge joke, right? Get me dressed up in this 
outfit, bring a bunch of cameras, make me feel the aura of a
tree.
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VINCE
No. Come over here. I'm gonna do the bit so you can see it. 
You guys get ready to film.

VINCE goes through motions
as they are described.

VINCE
I'm hiding behind the tree. 
I peak out—not safe. 
I take a look left 
then a look right 
nothing. I start to move—slowly. 
But I hear a broken tree branch or something behind me. 
I turn around to look: 
Evil Vampires! 
I sprint off through the woods!

VINCE returns, panting. 
DARREN claps.

DARREN
That's so lame, Vince.

VINCE
Can you roll it back, slow mo, with the music over the top?

Lights fade. Music plays. 
VINCE re-performs move-
ments in slow motion. It 
is awesome. Lights fade 
again before returning to 
normal.

DARREN
Whoa! You look great.

VINCE
And I'm not even wearing makeup. Get in there!
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DARREN
Yeah!

Lights fade. DARREN doing 
same movements in slow mo-
tion with music and voice-
over on top.

DARREN (VOICE-OVER)
From the minute I heard the concept I was excited. I love 
the vampire films, so does everyone I know, so doing a video
based on what I love was great. A real treat. Oh, and this 
bit here—that's the actual tree from the Vampire series. Can
you believe it? The actual tree. It had an aura about it, 
honestly. A real experience. Okay here, I just heard one of 
the evil vampires. Time to run—and there I go.

DARREN exits, running in 
slow motion. Fade out.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

VAMPIRE A pale male in black with a 
Victorian top hat.

PROMOTER A promoter. Slicked back hair. 
Button down shirt.
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VINCE
Get into the car. I need to have a very serious speasy with 
you.

DARREN
What's a... Did I do something... I'm —

VINCE
Get into the car.

They start driving. Si-
lence

DARREN
That's a very nice ornament. I wish, you know, I had 
something —

VINCE
Did you think that I wouldn't find out?

DARREN
The—I hoped—It'll, not ever, happen—candy bar was stuck in 
the vending machine. I guess the hotel manager called you 
and —

VINCE
Do you really think I'm talking about a vending machine?

DARREN
No. Sorry. Well, no, I did, actually , I —

VINCE
I don't waste my time with the theft of candy. Do you think 
I drove all the way down here, personally, to scold you for 
knocking a chocolate bar out of a vending machine?

DARREN
Bag of Animal Crackers, actually —
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VINCE
Shut up. You're in it—deep—and this little speasy we're 
having is to remind you about our deal.

DARREN
The contract?

VINCE
I've seen what happens when musicians wear leather pants, 
like you do, for too long. They're the blue jeans of the 
music business, but they do something to a performer's head.
Make them do stupid things. Things like...

DARREN
I don't know.

VINCE hits DARREN.

VINCE
Like...

DARREN
Break animal crackers?

VINCE hits DARREN again.

VINCE
You know, Bob Dylan acted up once. Do you want to end up 
like him?

DARREN
A superstar?

VINCE
A guy who can't form a complete syllable. You performed on 
another album. On another label. With some guy named Nomad.

DARREN
He had this great song and wanted me to do a verse or two 
with him.
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VINCE
Let me remind you —

DARREN
I don't see what the big deal —

VINCE hits DARREN.

VINCE
Don't ever interrupt me!

DARREN
I just —

VINCE hits DARREN again.

VINCE
Stop interrupting me! You don't appear on anything without 
talking to me first. You need to remember who created you.

DARREN
My mother —

VINCE
Your mother nothing.

DARREN
She's the one—

VINCE hits DARREN.

VINCE
Do you want to get the Dylan? Is that what you want? You 
appear courtesy of me, got it?

DARREN
What was I supposed to say?

VINCE
No. Less letters than yes. Perhaps you'd have an easier time
if I beat on your skull for a little bit.
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DARREN
My mother taught me to sing —

VINCE
But she didn't make you a star.

DARREN
Well, we're not selling "star," we're selling music —

VINCE
That's where you're wrong.

DARREN
I've got a great voice.

VINCE
You've had great exposure. You really think you'd be where 
you are today if I hadn't discovered you?

DARREN
You act like you're the only reason. Like you did the hard 
part.

VINCE
I did do the hard part: I invested.

DARREN
Money again!

VINCE
Makes mediocre singers like you superstars.

DARREN
Like me?

VINCE
Mediocre singers, like you.

DARREN hits VINCE.

407



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

DARREN
Is that why artists from other labels want me to sing on 
their records?

VINCE
Did you strike me?

DARREN
Nomad and a host of others you clearly don't know about at 
all?

VINCE
Did you just strike me?

DARREN
Is that why I get calls day and night from the biggest acts 
in the world asking me to guest on their recordings and 
tours? Is that why Disney execs want me to cover their 
latest musical number to roll during the credits?

VINCE yanks down disco 
ball from the rear view 
mirror.

DARREN
All of that happened because of you? Huh? Please. You might 
have been the starting power, but you're not the staying 
power: I am. I'm the staying power. (Pause.) Well? What have
you got to say? I'm going to do whatever I want. (Pause.)

VINCE
Are you finished?

VINCE does not wait for an
answer, and instead shat-
ters the disco ball into 
DARREN's mouth.

VINCE
How do you think you're gonna sound without teeth? (Pause.)
Not so mouthy now, are we?
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DARREN garbles something 
and removes the ball from 
mouth, shaking.

VINCE
That's how the Dylan starts. Try to be all lax with me! I'll
dump you on the side of the road! I'll kick you right out of
the door at seventy miles an hour! Let's see you dance then—
from your hospital bed.

DARREN
What did you just do?

VINCE
I remixed the disco era with your face. That's what I did. 
You just met the past, years of experience, face to face. 
How does it feel? Don't threaten me, don't interrupt me, and
don't try to screw me. I'm owed, buddy, and the history of 
the industry is on my side: not yours!

DARREN
This... is crazy.

DARREN takes off hat, puts
broken disco ball inside.

VINCE
You've got a couple of options right now if you don't want 
your mangled face plastered all over the tabloids tomorrow. 
Cheese.

VINCE takes photo of DAR-
REN.

DARREN
Did I lose a... tooth?

VINCE
I created you, I can destroy you. I bought some of those 
teeth, and the tooth fairy is collecting! So it's time you 
learned a lesson. I can have you at the dentist in under an 
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hour if you but say the word. I brought a contract for you 
to sign though, before we make that trip, if you want
to make that trip. I brought it in case things got, well, 
ugly.

DARREN
I'm not signing anything.

VINCE
Choose your words carefully. (Pause.)
Then kiss your career goodbye. I wish you luck with all the 
"talent," kid. I really do. No hard feelings or anything. 
Should I let you out here?

DARREN
What does it say?

VINCE
I get the profits from your little side projects... plus an 
extra bonus on everything else—retroactively.

DARREN
No way.

DARREN rips up contract.

VINCE
No? Okay.

VINCE gets on the phone.

VINCE
Cynthia... hi. I've got a pic I'm going to try to send you 
right now. Something terrible happened and I need you to 
send it out to the various press outlets as soon as it gets 
in.

DARREN
Wait!
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VINCE
Cynthia, I'll call you back.

VINCE hangs up.

VINCE
What's the plan then? You ripped up my contract and I ripped
up your face. What are we going to do?

DARREN
I'll sign the contract. (Pause.)
I've known you for years. Come on—you've got another copy—
just pull over and get it out of your briefcase.

VINCE
You do know me well. Here's a handkerchief.

DARREN
Thanks.

VINCE begins unbuckling 
from the car.

VINCE
I never doubted you'd come to your senses.

DARREN
You know best.

VINCE
That's correct.

DARREN
I wouldn't be where I am without you.

VINCE
You've got talent, kid. No one can take that away.

DARREN
I guess not.
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VINCE
But you need the big money behind you. And you've always got
to remember to pay those who propelled you.

DARREN
Sure.

DARREN strikes VINCE in 
the head with the disco 
ball. VINCE is knocked 
out.

DARREN
Pay back.

DARREN pushes VINCE out of
the vehicle, closes the 
door, and begins to drive 
away.

DARREN
I can make it on my own just fine.

DARREN replaces the broken
disco ball onto the rear 
view mirror.

DARREN
A reminder: this is a rough business.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

JOHN The would-be creator. A 
Grandfather who eats and 
fears in-between fits of gas 
problems and a constant itch 
on his neck.

AMES The dreamer. The Grandchild 
who has a dream.

UR The waiter. Brings food. 
Performs acts to relieve 
John's pains.
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AMES
Grandfather?

JOHN
WHAT!?

AMES
I had a dream last night.

JOHN
NIGHTMARE!

AMES
No, it was wonderful.

JOHN
My nightmare, having to listen to it.

JOHN spits something out 
of his mouth onto the 
floor.

AMES
Oh. I’m terribly sorry, Grandfather.

JOHN
GO ON! GO ON! The record player has been corrupted to 
silence.

AMES
Well, there was a dog.

JOHN
To eat?

AMES
I didn’t think so.
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JOHN exhales in dissatis-
faction and presses his 
hand to his chest.

AMES
At any rate, this dog —

JOHN
INEDIBLE MUTT!

AMES
— this dog started barking, for help—I understood—and I 
began to follow.

JOHN
Never follow a dog.

AMES
It was a dream though, Grandpa.

JOHN
Man’s best friend—MARKETING SLOP!

AMES
I’ve never even seen a dog.

JOHN
Thank you, Grandpa.

AMES
Thank you, Grandpa, for never letting those inedible mutts 
near me.

JOHN
Forgiven.

AMES
Well, I followed this dog into your book room.

JOHN
You let a MUTT into the BOOK ROOM!?
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JOHN starts coughing un-
controllably. Enter UR who
pounds JOHN in the chest 
only once and very hard. 
JOHN’s coughing stops. UR 
exits.

AMES
Grandpa, you really must calm yourself.

JOHN
With stories about MUTTS running around with my BOOKS!? How,
I ask you, could I possibly be calm?

AMES
I’ll tell you my story later, after I’ve edited out the bits
about the dog.

JOHN
I don’t —

JOHN’s stomach rumbles 
loudly.

JOHN
— I don’t want to sit here listening to the sound of chewing
and digestion. The music is broken so I’m stuck with you to 
quell the sound of my inner workings.

AMES
Well, this animal started to read. Read the most marvelous 
stories. And, before I knew it, had found several pieces of 
paper—blank ones—and pressed the pages, somehow, in between 
the pages of the marvelous stories and reproduced them.

JOHN
Stealing my books! Ha!

AMES
Not stealing.
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JOHN
Not stealing? I thought it was a comedy! Perhaps it was 
indeed a nightmare! Stealing my books!

AMES
No, just—I don't know—creating another.

JOHN
Sounds like stealing to me! I'd have the inedible mutt's 
head!

AMES
But then —

JOHN
There's more? UR!

UR enters with more food. 
Removes first plate.

AMES
Then the animal took the pages, the ones that moments before
were blank, and began folding them up. Triangles upon 
traingles. Up and down.

JOHN
Capable paws.

AMES
Left and right. This way and that. I watched intently.

JOHN
ANIMALS!

JOHN's face turns red. His
hands grip the table. His 
face shakes. The tiniest, 
high pitched, toot es-
capes.
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AMES
Should I go on?

JOHN
Wait.

There is a rumble. Then 
the sound of a bus lower-
ing.

JOHN
Go on.

AMES
I started doing the folding and the, well the other one went
back to the blank pages and the books.

JOHN
Stealing.

AMES
And I kept on folding until we'd finished the whole book 
room.

JOHN
How long were you asleep?

AMES
It was just a dream, Grandpa.

JOHN
Nightmare.

AMES
We took the folded pages to the window and started to throw 
them out.

JOHN
And why would you do that?
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AMES
They didn't fall, Grandpa—they flew!

JOHN
They flew! Like birds. You'd created birds.

AMES
Not birds, but, we'd given the pages wings. I made one this 
morning. Look.

AMES produces a paper air-
plane.

JOHN
Does this have my writing on it?

AMES
No Grandpa.

JOHN
No words from my books?

AMES
No Grandpa.

JOHN
What does it do?

AMES
Watch.

AMES gets up and throws 
the airplane. It coasts 
across the room.

JOHN
That's all very interesting—but what does it do?

AMES
This is where things got—we were up high, so the pages kept 
flying and flying.
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JOHN
Yes.

AMES
Farther than the eye could see. The wind took them 
everywhere. This way and that. All over. At first we just 
waited. The dog just stared at me.

JOHN
Mutt.

AMES
And —

JOHN
Did you think about eating the mutt?

AMES
No —

JOHN
You must have been hungry.

AMES
It was a dream, Grandpa.

JOHN
Nightmare. Go on.

AMES
Well we waited for a little while and then we heard a 
rumbling.

JOHN
Rumbling?

JOHN presses his fist to 
his chest.

AMES
A rumbling. There was a rumbling and it was small at first 
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but it got louder.

JOHN
Thunder.

AMES
I thought that too, but then we saw the dust.

JOHN
Dust?

AMES
A growing horizon, from all sides, like the earth just stood
up and spit particles of itself into the sky.

JOHN
The end of the world!

AMES
At first. But then it got closer. All around us closer. As 
if millions of gnats clouded the air. First dust, then 
gnats. Whatever it was, it was getting closer.

JOHN
A plague. A biblical plague! Exodus speaks of this.

AMES
Exodus?

JOHN
Just one of my books. Was it locusts?

AMES
No. Not locusts. As it approached the dog seemed happy. The 
dog was jumping and smiling. I tried to calm it down but the
dog kept on wagging its tail and jumping all over 
everything.

JOHN
Damn mutt destroyed my library, didn't it!?
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AMES
Every book.

JOHN
Every book!

JOHN begins clutching his 
chest, wheezing. JOHN mo-
tions "go on" to AMES. UR 
helps JOHN breathe in some
ridiculous manner for a 
short period and then 
leaves.

AMES
I was worried about what you'd do when you found out, 
Grandfather. I really was. I'm sorry even that I dreamed it,
but that's what happened. When the last book was destroyed 
the dog went to the window and peered out. It wasn't 
locusts, Grandfather —

JOHN
What?

AMES
It was people.

JOHN
People?

AMES
So many people, as far as they eye could see, people. They 
were everywhere.

JOHN
UR!

AMES
At first I was frightened. I thought they brought war. I 
thought they brought anger and unhappiness.
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JOHN
UR!

Enter UR.

JOHN
Desert and drinks! Now!

UR exits.

AMES
The dog wasn't afraid though.

JOHN
Wouldn't be, idiot mutt!

AMES
Like it knew something I didn't know.

JOHN
And what did it know?

AMES
That they were coming back.

JOHN
What was coming back?

AMES
The books.

All of the sudden paper 
airplanes start flying 
around the stage from ev-
ery direction. UR brings 
desert as if nothing is 
happening.

JOHN
They came back.

424



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

AMES
Three of each book at least, and more books I'd never heard 
of. Books I'd never seen. Books you didn't have.

JOHN
But there was a catch, heh? Something was wrong. Right? Uh, 
something was amiss. They'd started the room on fire.

AMES
They were cheering.

JOHN
Cheering?

AMES
And clapping.

JOHN
Clapping.

AMES
Then came the scientists, the entrepreneurs, the authors and
the artists. The bakers, the dancers, the musicians, and the
teachers.

JOHN
They came clapping?

AMES
Cheering. Waving flags and banners. Then they showed what 
they had made to those who were gathered. They shared bread,
and told tales, and sang songs and cured ills.

We hear the clapping, 
barely, along with the 
other sounds as they are 
described. Airplanes con-
tinue to fly. JOHN begins 
coughing uncontrollably.
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AMES
Are you alright Grandfather?

JOHN, still coughing, mo-
tions AMES to continue.

AMES
And then the people behind them began dancing and drawing 
and telling stories and singing songs and curing ills. Waves
of sharing, but both ways. The waves came back. The dance 
near us got better. The songs were fuller. New instruments 
were created and new stories were told—but they weren't new,
they were improved. Modified.

JOHN presses his hand 
firmly to his chest, 
shakes and grunts:

JOHN
They learned.

AMES
They learned.

UR
From the books.

JOHN collapses to the 
floor.

AMES
Grandfather!

UR
It's —

AMES
Ur, help!

UR
I'm sorry. He's gone.
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AMES
My story? Was it my story, Ur?

UR
No, no. It wasn't your story exactly.

AMES
No?

UR
No. It was his own fear. His own nightmare.

AMES
About what?

UR
Books.

AMES
His books are fine.

UR
His books are only his.

AMES
What do you mean?

UR
And now they're only yours.

AMES
I don't understand.

UR
Your Grandfather was almost an inventor, but he was afraid 
of what his invention might bring. So he kept it to himself.

UR picks up a paper air-
plane off of the ground 
and examines it.
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AMES
Okay. So... what did he invent?

UR
Nothing.

UR throws the airplane to 
AMES.

UR
They're all blank.

UR drops other pages to 
the ground.

UR
He invented nothing.

UR leaves.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

JOHN The would-be creator. A 
Grandfather who eats and 
fears between fits of gas 
problems and a constant itch 
on his neck.

AMES The dreamer. The Grandchild 
who has a dream.

UR The waiter. Brings food. 
Performs acts to relieve 
John's pains.
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AMES
I had a dream last night.

JOHN
Not interested. Ur, get the music.

UR
It was broken, sir.

JOHN
Well fix it.

UR
We've lost the manual.

JOHN
Drat!

 He burps loudly. his 
stomach rumbles.

JOHN
I can't listen to this. Alright. Story.

AMES
My dream.

JOHN
Speak.

AMES
Really.

JOHN
Quickly!

AMES
Well there was a dog.
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JOHN
I hate dogs

AMES
There was a dog and he took me to the book room.

JOHN
My book room?

AMES
Yes.

JOHN
Oh!

Presses hand to chest.

AMES
I know I should have shooed him out.

JOHN
Of course you should've shooed him out.

AMES
But it was a dream—I didn't.

JOHN
I'm sorry, Grandpa.

AMES
I'm sorry, Grandpa.

JOHN
Go on. 

AMES
Well the dog could read.

JOHN
A reading dog?
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AMES
And it read me all manner of books

JOHN
That is possibly marketable.

AMES
And I enjoyed the stories so much. I've never heard them.

JOHN
What books?

AMES
Your books.

JOHN
My books?

AMES
Yes.

JOHN
You can't read.

AMES
No. But you've told me titles... so it was those stories.

JOHN
Ha! Ha! Well, you couldn't have gotten them right.

AMES
They were wonderful in my dream. 

JOHN
Go on.

AMES
Well, the dog read the whole book room to me.

JOHN
How long were you asleep?
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AMES
It was a dream.

JOHN
Perhaps you need more chores.

AMES
I was asleep just as long as usual.

JOHN
Go on, then.

AMES
The dog found some paper.

JOHN
My paper?

AMES
It was in the room. Big stacks of it. Nothing written on it 
at all.

JOHN
Was it my paper?

AMES
Do you have paper?

JOHN
Go on.

AMES
Well, the dog pressed the blank pages in between the pages 
of the books, and when we pulled them out... they had the 
words on them?

JOHN
The words?

AMES
From the pages in the book.
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JOHN has a minor heart at-
tack/stroke.

AMES
Grandfather, are you alright?

JOHN
Go on! Go on! Stop stopping!

AMES
Well, it was perfect! Like having two books.

JOHN
Great story, kid. Very good.

AMES
That isn't all.

JOHN
It isn't?

AMES
No. We spent the rest of the year, maybe, making the pages 
from all of the books.

JOHN
Year?

AMES
Pressing each page between each sheet and carefully removing
them.

JOHN
Stealing my books!

AMES
No, just making more. But —

JOHN
Sounds like stealing to me.
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AMES
Well, then the dog taught me to fold.

JOHN
Fold?

AMES
I watched carefully, the dog folded the pages. Triangles 
here, creases there, one side over the other, then back 
again.

JOHN
Destructive!

AMES
No. We folded the whole room. I practiced his morning.

JOHN
What?

AMES
Here.

 AMES shows JOHN a paper 
airplane.

JOHN
What does it do?

AMES
Watch.

 AMES throws the plane, 
which sails across the 
room.

JOHN
I don't get it . What does it do?

AMES
Well, once we had folded all of the pages.
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JOHN
Thieves!

AMES
We took each one and threw it out the window.

JOHN
Threw?

AMES
And they flew and flew and flew as far as the eye could see.

JOHN
where did they land.

AMES
That comes later. We didn't know at the time.

JOHN
Where did they land?

AMES
Just listen, Grandpa. There were so many in the air! It was 
magical.

Paper airplanes, slowly, 
begin populating the stage
area. Ending, eventually, 
in cacophony.

AMES
At first it was slow... but eventually they were everywhere 
the eye could see. But when I turned around —

JOHN
The mutt, no doubt!

AMES
The mutt had destroyed all of your books!
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JOHN
No!

JOHN has trouble breath-
ing. UR enters and pounds 
once, hard, on his chest. 
UR exits.

JOHN
Why would the dog do that to me!

AMES
I was so scared —

JOHN
— I'd kill that dog —

AMES
— I didn't know what to do —

JOHN
— Wring its little neck with my bare hands —

AMES
— I started yelling at the dog —

JOHN
— Or maybe I'd wear gloves of some sort— 

AMES
— screaming, really —

JOHN
— Protect my hands —

AMES
— And I was so loud —

JOHN
— Could have diseases —
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AMES
— that I didn't hear —

Planes drop to the ground.
A distant rumbling.

AMES
I didn't hear the earthquake

JOHN
You feel an earthquake

AMES
I looked out the window and, in the distance, there was a 
great dust rising up on the edges of the earth.

JOHN
Dust?

AMES
It looked like dust. A storm brewing far off in the 
distance.

JOHN
Couldn't be...

AMES
Until it got closer.

JOHN
And?

AMES
It looked like gnats!

JOHN
Gnats?

AMES
Thousands—more—of gnats swarming around... getting closer.
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JOHN
The plagues!

AMES
And they kept getting closer.

JOHN
Closer?

AMES
Yes. closer.

JOHN
Locusts!

AMES
What?

JOHN
Were they locusts! Exodus speaks of this! UR! Ur! I knew! I 
knew! I was right!

AMES
What is Exodus?

JOHN
It's a book! A book of mine! Ur! Ur!

UR enters. JOHN hugs him. 
JOHN becomes out of 
breath.

JOHN
Continue!

AMES
Well, when they got closer we realized that they were 
people.

JOHN
People?
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AMES
People.

JOHN
Carrying pitchforks?

AMES
That was my fear. That they brought war. I was 
trembling ...but the dog remained calm. Silent. Still.

JOHN
Stupid dog.

AMES
As if it was expecting something. I didn't know what.

JOHN
And?

AMES
And then they got closer56.

JOHN
Did they destroy my library? Heathens!

AMES
They threw them back.

JOHN
What?

Airplanes overtake the 
stage again.

AMES
From every angle and every side. Your books. All of your 
books. And new books. Books I'd never heard of or read or 
dreamt. Books from the future. Books from the past. Modified
books.

56 Original exercise ended here—I wrote this much in 20 minutes
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JOHN
Modified?

AMES
But it wasn't just books...

People enter the stage. 
Dancing, juggling, riding 
unicycles, painting pic-
tures, curing diseases, 
teaching lessons, destroy-
ing alchemist tools, using
calculators, computers, 
cell phones, etc...

JOHN
I don't understand.

AMES
They were so happy to have the books, Grandfather! They 
couldn't contain themselves.

JOHN
But then—then!—they destroyed civilization. All of humanity 
wept for the simpler times as the apocalypse was at hand.

AMES
Then they shared more!

People re-enter stage and 
briefly suggest what AMES 
implies.

AMES
They put things together. The people shared and built better
calculators. Painters drew the movement of a dance, but not 
necessarily the dancer. Scientists shared their research 
instead of coveting it and learned even more about our 
world. The old was a pathway to the new. It wasn't so much 
replaced as improved.
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JOHN
Ur! I'm having trouble with.

UR
It was for the best.

JOHN
Apparently not!

AMES
Grandfather it was so wonderful.

JOHN
Ur, I want you to show him the machine.

UR
Yes, sir. 

AMES
What machine?

JOHN
Let him do with it what he will.

AMES
What are you talking about? It was only a dream, 
Grandfather.

JOHN
Whatever questions he asks, answer them—truthfully—and be 
certain to help him.

AMES
Grandfather, I'm sorry if I disturbed you. It was all so 
exciting.

JOHN
Do you understand me, Ur?

UR
Yes, sir. 
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JOHN
Ames, listen to me, make good on your dream.

AMES
I don't understand.

JOHN
Ur will explain everything.

AMES
What do you mean. Why don't you explain it to me?

JOHN
It's my time to go.

AMES
What do you mean?

JOHN
I've held things up long enough. I've held things up for far
too long.

JOHN gets up to leave.

JOHN
And another thing, Ur, teach him to read.

AMES
Where are you going?

JOHN exits.

UR
Ames, come with me.

AMES
Where did Grandfather go?

UR
Your Grandfather wanted me to show you a secret machine 
adjacent to his book room. Would you please follow me?
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AMES
Not until you tell me where my Grandfather has been.

UR
Trust me when I say this, the machine will explain 
everything.

AMES goes off with UR. As 
we fade out the voices of 
the joyous people grow 
louder.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

JOHN The would-be creator. A 
grandfather who eats and 
fears in-between fits of gas 
problems and a constant itch 
on his neck.

AMES The dreamer. The grandchild 
who has a dream.

UR The waiter. Brings food. 
Performs acts to relieve 
John's pains.
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JOHN and AMES at a table.

JOHN
Ur, come over here right now.

UR
You're going to want to hear what it is he has to say.

AMES
You really will, Grandpa!
Just listen to this now.

JOHN
I'm hungy, so why would I want to listen to your dreams 
instead of my music?
You listen to me. 
I enjoy my meals with music, not talk.

UR
Your ears hear speech as well as melody in the midst of your
gnashing!

AMES
It's a fascinating story.
I could've made it up but I didn't.
Can I please tell you my story?

JOHN
Why don't you then? (Pause.) Get on with it!

UR
Don't wait till he changes his mind.

AMES
Where am I?

UR
Faster, boy!
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JOHN
Shut up Ur!

UR
Listen to him!

JOHN
Can you please continue?

AMES
Yes.

UR
The dessert!

JOHN
Well you should get it then.

UR
You should get it.
That was a bit harsh, wasn't it?
I should feel worse, shouldn't I?

AMES
Can't I just tell the story?

UR
Spit it out then!
It could take all day at this rate.

AMES
A dog tore apart your book room!

JOHN
The penalty is death.

UR
It is.
I'll do the deed.
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AMES
In my dream!

UR
Saved!

JOHN
I've never liked dogs.

UR
I like them.
Please continue, Ames.

AMES
This dog made copies!
He said, "Help me!"

JOHN
Stealing my books!

UR
Keep copying, Dog!
Yes!

AMES
Then we folded the copied pages.

UR
Why did you fold them?

JOHN
Destroying the stolen papers!

AMES
"Stop!"
That's what I told the dog.
But he kept on folding!
Eventually we threw them out the window.

UR
Wouldn't they just fall?
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That seems counterproductive.

JOHN
You're polluting my moat with that damn dog!

AMES
It's already polluted.

JOHN
It can always get worse.
Keep tightening the noose.

UR
Oh!
You're not going to kill anyone!

AMES
They were airplanes: they flew.

UR
Flight!

AMES
As far as the eye could see.

JOHN
Stop sending my pages out of my book room.

UR
You missed your chance years ago!

JOHN
I'd appreciate your silence on that point, Ur.
It's too painful!

AMES
Get him a tissue, Ur.

UR
Why should I do that?
He's done it to himself.
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Or is that too much information, John?

AMES
Just do it!
His books are like his children!

UR
But should they be?

JOHN
Even thinking about them in disarray sets me off!
Get me the tissue, Ur!

UR
Get him the tissue, Ames!

AMES
You'll be fired.

UR
He's been out of his mind for years!
Just leave, Ur.

JOHN
But I need you, Ur.
Don't you love me?

AMES
Shouldn't you be asking me?

JOHN
Get off of me you troubler!

UR hands JOHN a tissue.

UR
Use it sparingly.

AMES
Let me tell my story!
"Stop throwing the pages dog."
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"Keep throwing them, woof."
I didn't know where they were headed, but eventually the 
earth started shaking.

JOHN
God commanded: "An earthquake now."
You'd heard this story, hadn't you, Ur?

AMES
Stop talking about Ur and start listening to me!

JOHN
You could tell the story too.

UR
I could.
"Stop."
That's what Ames kept telling the dream dog.

JOHN
Go on, Ur.

AMES
The ground rose up!
It was like bugs in the distance and earthquakes 
approaching!

JOHN
The apocalypse as written in Revelation.

UR
You would think that!
It was something else entirely.
You'll tell him, won't you Ames?

JOHN
Ur always did keep the endings from me.

UR
Well you never really wanted to know the truth, did you?
The bugs and the earthquakes were cheering people.
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They were waving flags and singing songs!
"Let it see the light of day!"
It's finally time, so do it now, John.

JOHN
Why are you bringing this up now?

UR
That's what Ames' dream is about, John.

AMES
You've both been hiding something from me!

JOHN
Get on with your story, Ames.

AMES
What are you hiding? (Pause.)
They were singing songs from your books and telling stories 
you read to me and dancing dances painting pictures from the
illustrations!
They also flew copies of the lost pages back into the 
window, in gratitude.

JOHN
I don't understand.

AMES
Tell us, Ur!

UR
You were supposed to release your invention all those years 
ago!

JOHN
It would have been a disaster!
The end times would have surely taken place.

UR
Show the boy.
Oh, come on!
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Don't you owe it to him, at least?

JOHN
Get out of here, Ur!

UR
I'm sticking it out, sir.

JOHN
Are you sure that's wise?

UR
I am.

JOHN
You're wrong.

AMES
Just stop it!
What was your invention, Grandpa?

UR
Tell him, John.
He deserves to know; the world deserves to know.
For the love of...!
You need to learn to share.

JOHN
You shut your mouth.
And you stop being so nosy.

AMES
Just tell me.
Or don't you want me to know?

JOHN
Stop being so nosy!
I'm still not convinced it wouldn't end the world.

UR
What would convince you?
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AMES
Grandfather, I need to know about your achievements!
I want to have the shoulders of your giant to stand on!

UR
He's a broken, angry, and foolish man who'll never say a 
word.

JOHN
Wouldn't you have done the same thing if you were in my 
position?

AMES
Tell me now!

JOHN
One day I'll die, so one day you'll know, and the end of the
world will come.
That's the truth.
You should fear my invention, Ur.
It certainly brings destruction and death!

AMES
If my dream was about your invention then it only brings 
happiness.
You're wrong, Grandpa.

JOHN
Keep your opinions to yourself.

AMES
Why don't you love me?

JOHN
Focus on your own problems.

AMES
They can't be separated!
We're blood.
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UR
He's going to find out eventually anyway!

JOHN
Who's going to tell him?
I'd love to see you try!

AMES
Tell me.

JOHN
Ask Ur!

AMES
Ur, what did my Grandfather invent?

UR
A copying machine!

AMES
What's a copying machine?

JOHN
It could mass produce texts, books, anything.

AMES
Like in my dream!

JOHN
But your dream is wrong!

AMES
Share your invention with the world, Grandfather.

UR
Please listen to him!
It would do so much good.

JOHN
You think I'd release my device, my dangerous and powerful 
device, onto an unsuspecting world?
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AMES
My own Grandfather doesn't believe in people.

JOHN
People are the lowest forms of human beings!

AMES
I think that you're wrong, Grandfather.
And I'm going to do something about it.

JOHN
What are you going to do?

AMES hits his Grandfather 
with a plate.

UR
You've knocked him out!
Quickly, go share the machine with the world before he 
wakes!

They exit together.

JOHN
I'm laying on the ground.
No good can come from copying for the masses!

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

JOHN The would-be creator. A 
grandfather who eats and 
fears in-between fits of gas 
problems and a constant itch 
on his neck.

AMES The dreamer. The grandchild 
who has a dream.

UR The waiter. Brings food. 
Performs acts to relieve 
John's pains.
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JOHN sits at a table. A 
nearby podium holds a sin-
gle book. JOHN is eating 
gluttonously from the ta-
ble in front of him. AMES 
sits nearby. Enter UR.

UR
Sir, someone at the door asking for a book.

JOHN
Tell them "no" again! Is it that theologian? The crockpot 
alchemist? Or is it one of the local girls who took a trip 
and now fancies herself a reader?

UR
The bard.

JOHN
Tell him to repeat the same story I gave him years ago! 
Greedy bard! The people love that tale!

UR
Yes, sir.

UR exits.

JOHN
Unbelievable!  And during dinner! Everyone knows that I dine
daily at this hour!

AMES
Perhaps they'd forgotten, Grandfather.

JOHN
Bard should concoct his own stories anyway! No need to steal
mine!

AMES
You didn't write them, Grandfather.

461



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

JOHN
No but I, uh, paid for them. Payment is akin to ownership...
and authorship!

AMES
May I tell you a story, Grandfather?

JOHN
I have my books for stories.

AMES
I promise you haven't heard this particular story before.

JOHN
I don't want to get lost in my book! I'm finishing my 
namesake's gospel this evening!

AMES
But this story is about your books.

JOHN
My books!

AMES
I dreamt of them last night.

JOHN
Did you now? And what do you know of my books?

JOHN presses his hand to 
his chest in pain.

JOHN
Hmmm?

AMES
Only what you've told me, but I imagined quite a bit.

JOHN
I, uh, am anxious to hear what you know. Carry on.
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AMES
When I awoke I saw the sunlight low in the sky, just above 
the horizon. A bird on the roof crowed once —

We hear a crow in the dis-
tance.

AMES
— and then turned to look at me, but a dog —

JOHN
A dog!

AMES
— jumped to the window and scared it away.

JOHN
Where did you get a mangy mutt?

AMES
I didn't know.

JOHN
Is there a dog in this house, Ames?

AMES
No, Grandfather.

JOHN
Ur!

JOHN presses his hand to 
his chest again.

JOHN
Ur!

Enter UR.

UR
Yes, sir?
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JOHN
Is there a dog in this house?

UR
None that I'm aware of, sir.

JOHN
Well keep those mangy mutts out. They give me hives and a 
terrible anxiety.

UR
As always, sir.

JOHN (TO AMES)
You're sure?

AMES
Only in my dream. After the dog had barked it led me to your
book room.

JOHN
My book room?

AMES
Yes, Grandfather.

JOHN presses his hand to 
his chest.

AMES
Are you alright, Grandfather?

JOHN
Continue!

AMES
Well, the dog —

JOHN
Mangy mutt!
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AMES
— it read the stories.

JOHN
The dog could read?

AMES
And then I could too.

JOHN
You could what? Read? Ha!

AMES
I could, Grandfather.

JOHN
Only the learned can read. The bard certainly can't read!

AMES
No?

JOHN
No! I had to read it aloud to him. It took ages. I'm 
surprised he's gathered the funds this soon, but it isn't 
worth my time!

AMES
Well, I could read.

JOHN
In your dream.

AMES
Yes. In my dream. And they were such wonderful stories. Just
like you used to read to me before bed.

JOHN
Had to stop. You were giving the bard ideas—for free.

AMES
Yes, Grandfather. Well, the dog found a stack of pages next 

465



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

to a giant machine.

JOHN
In my book room! Ur!

AMES
Yes, Grandfather.

UR
Yes, sir?

JOHN
Has Ames been in my book room.

UR
No, sir. Locked, as you requested it always is to be.

JOHN
What kind of machine?

AMES
A very large one, with a big screw on top.

JOHN presses his hand to 
his chest.

JOHN
Ur!

UR comes over and hits 
JOHN once in the chest, 
very hard.

UR
Sir?

JOHN
Fine. Fine.

AMES
The dog tightened the screw on the machine and books came 
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out! Books I'd just read. I was holding the same book in 
each hand!

JOHN
In my book room! Stealing my books!

AMES
We put your books back, Grandfather. No one was stealing 
them.

JOHN
And what about the others, huh? What about them!

AMES
This is the interesting part! We flew them!

JOHN
Flew them?

AMES
The dog showed me.

AMES takes out a blank 
piece of paper.

AMES
Once in half, and then into triangles, flatten it out, and 
there we are!

JOHN
What is it?

AMES
Watch.

AMES throws the paper air-
plane across the room.

JOHN
Throwing my books!
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AMES
Not your books, just the extra ones that the dog made with 
the machine.

JOHN
What a mess! Despicable.

AMES
We threw them out of the window.

JOHN
Into the moat?

AMES
No! They sailed for miles and miles. As far as the eye could
see. Past the horizon.

JOHN
You gave away my books!

JOHN breathes heavily and 
puts his hand to his 
chest.

AMES
Ur!

UR comes closer, hits JOHN
in the chest once more, 
and then whispers:

UR
I think you should listen to the rest of his story, sir. 
Have a drink of water.

JOHN
Uh, yes. Thank you, Ur. And then, Ames?

AMES
We waited. The dog just waited and I just waited. I was 
almost asleep when that bird crowed again. The dog chased it
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off.

JOHN
Mangy mutt!

AMES
But then I saw that I had fallen asleep. The dog had, well, 
ripped apart the book room.

JOHN
Every book... ripped apart.

AMES
Every one. And then I heard a rumbling.

JOHN
An earthquake.

AMES
I thought so, but it got closer.

JOHN
Closer?

AMES
Closer. I saw something in the distance, at the horizon. 
Dust? Gnats?

JOHN
Locusts.

AMES
But it kept getting closer.

JOHN
A plague! You see, Ur! It would have destroyed everything! I
was right!

UR
Just listen.
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AMES
But then I saw what it was.

JOHN
What?

AMES
People.

UR
People.

JOHN
People? With pitchforks, anger, and hatred!

UR
No.

AMES
They were cheering. And then...

UR
And then...

Suddenly paper airplanes 
fly onto the stage from 
every angle continuously.

JOHN
What were they?

AMES
Your books —

UR
— and new books—

AMES
— books you've never read—
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UR
— in languages you've never heard of —

AMES
— on every subject—

UR
— and sub-subject —

AMES
— and combination of subjects —

UR
— the whole of human understanding —

AMES
— available to everyone —

UR
— and the progress! —

AMES
— They built great machines —

UR
— and art —

AMES
— and medicines —

UR
— and narratives —

AMES
— and kept improving them —

UR
— combining them —

AMES
— remixing them —
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UR
— until.

JOHN
— until?

AMES
— until I woke up.

The airplanes stop enter-
ing the stage and fall mo-
tionless to the ground.

UR
You see?

JOHN places his hand to 
his heart. Eyes widen. He 
scrambles to open his 
book.

JOHN
Read it!

UR reads where JOHN's fin-
ger points.

UR
"Thus ends my account of what Jesus had done in his life. 
There was more, of course, but the earth has not enough 
hands to record it all."

JOHN
Agh!

JOHN falls down.

JOHN
Go. Go! Show him!

JOHN dies.
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AMES
Grandfather?

UR
He is gone.

AMES
Grandfather!

UR
The machine you dreamed is real. Your Grandfather feared 
what it might bring, wrongly, so he kept it hidden away. 
Please, sir, allow me to show you.

AMES
To create books?

UR
Yes. And to share them.

AMES stands.

AMES
Then let us start with the bard.

They exit. A cock crows 
again.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

JOHN The would-be creator. A 
grandfather who eats and 
fears in-between fits of gas 
problems and a constant itch 
on his neck.

AMES The dreamer. The grandchild 
who has a dream.

UR The waiter. Brings food. 
Performs acts to relieve 
John's pains.
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AMES, JOHN and UR: Full 
front and at the same 
time:

AMES
Sharing!

JOHN
Stealing!

UR
Secrets!

Pause. Pause. Pause. JOHN 
sits. AMES stands. UR goes
to a back corner. JOHN 
pretends to eat an imagi-
nary leg of meat.

AMES
Grandfather, I had a dream last night about your book room 
and a dog and I'd like to share it —

JOHN
Can't you see I'm in the middle of my meal!?

JOHN brandishes his imagi-
nary leg. AMES turns away.

AMES
You never let me into the room, Grandfather. I'm older now. 
You'll die someday. I want to learn to read like you.

AMES looks at JOHN:

JOHN
More food!

UR
Yes, sir!
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UR takes the imaginary leg
bone and replaces it with 
an imaginary leg full of 
meat. JOHN goes back to 
eating. UR returns to a 
corner.

AMES
Then let me tell you this, Grandfather. In my dream the dog 
and I destroyed every single one of your precious books—
ripped them all to shreds.

JOHN stops eating and 
presses his hand to his 
chest in pain. UR hits his
chest once, hard, and re-
turns to his corner.

JOHN
I told you to stay away from my books! And you know how I 
feel about mangy mutts, so let me just say that I am very 
disappointed in —

AMES
So you'll listen? To my story, my dream, you'll listen then?

JOHN throws leg behind 
him. UR catches it. UR 
brings JOHN an imaginary 
goblet. They all rise, 
full front and in unison:

AMES
Sharing!

JOHN
Stealing!

UR
Secrets!
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JOHN sits and drinks. UR 
returns to his corner. 
AMES stares at UR.

AMES
I awoke to the sound of barking. The dog led me to your book
room. It turned out that the dog could read. This was 
fortuitous because the dog taught me to read as well. I 
loved—loved!— the stories in your bookroom, Grandfather. 
Magical places, fantastical —

JOHN
Get on with it, illiterate disgrace, I'm getting hungry.

Ames looks at UR. UR nods 
at AMES.

AMES
There was a secret wall, the dog found it, behind which was 
a large machine and blank pieces of paper stacked in a huge 
pile. The dog and I —

JOHN stops AMES with a 
single raised finger.

JOHN
Ur!?

UR
Not a single word, sir.

UR raises a hand, as if in
oath.

AMES
The dog took the pages, pressed them with the machine, and 
made more books. I held the same book, the very same book, 
in each of my hands at once. It was a miracle! A miracle! 
But then the dog folded the pages: across, down, in 
triangles. Here...
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AMES folds a paper air-
plane. JOHN looks back at 
UR with a scowl.

JOHN
Just what does it do, Ames?

AMES
Watch.

AMES throws the paper air-
plane into the audience. 
The three watch as it 
soars. Pause. They stand 
full front and in unison:

AMES
Sharing!

JOHN
Stealing!

UR
Secrets!

JOHN sits, UR returns to 
corner, AMES stands. AMES 
throws another airplane 
into the audience. We are 
re-seeing the event that 
just took place moments 
ago.

AMES
Each and every page of each word and every book: soaring 
through the sky. It was something to see! So many pages that
they nearly blocked out the setting sun before fading beyond
the horizon. And then —

JOHN
And then what? What!? Get on with it! Speak!
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AMES drinks from JOHN's 
imaginary goblet. JOHN 
signals UR for another and
receives it.

AMES
We waited.

AMES takes another drink.

JOHN
What a worthless story!

UR
Go on! Tell him the best part!

JOHN glares at UR.

AMES
The horizon swelled up. It grew. The earth shook. Before I 
knew it the dog had destroyed all of the original books. 

AMES drinks. JOHN stands.

JOHN
Destroyed! My books! That mangy —

AMES
Every last one, Grandfather.

AMES drinks. JOHN drinks. 
UR comes forward. Full 
front and in unison:

AMES
Sharing!

JOHN
Stealing!
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UR
Secrets!

JOHN takes another drink. 
UR sits down in JOHN's 
chair. AMES full front.

AMES
At first I thought it was dust, but it wasn't. Then gnats, 
but it wasn't. Then something larger —

JOHN
Locusts! A plague! Didn't I tell you, Ur? Ha! Ha ha! Ha ha 
ha!

JOHN does a dance of joy. 
UR motions for AMES to 
continue.

AMES
It was people.

JOHN stops dancing. UR 
stands joyously.

JOHN
People?

UR
People!

JOHN sits down. UR assists
him.

AMES
As far as the eye could see! All the way to the horizon: 
people. I couldn't believe my eyes. I'd never seen so many 
people before.
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JOHN scratches his head 
nervously. JOHN begins 
laughing sinsterly.

JOHN
It was a clever ploy! Ha! The devil is in the details and 
the details are clear—it was destruction and anger those 
people brought, wasn't it? Pitchforks and torches and 
weapons of all kinds, furrowed brows and clenched fists! All
of them: men, women and children ready for a fight the likes
of which—

AMES
They were dancing, Grandfather! Smiling from ear to ear! 
They were telling the stories from your books, singing the 
songs from your pages, and wearing clothes only described in
your stories till then. Not only that, but —

JOHN silences AMES with a 
single finger. UR lowers 
his head. AMES looks to 
JOHN. All full front and 
in unison:

AMES
Sharing!

JOHN
Stealing!

UR
Secrets!

JOHN motions UR to come 
near him. UR refuses, and 
moves opposite of AMES.

AMES
Not only had they shared your books, and benefitted greatly 
from them, Grandfather, but they'd improved them, combined 
them, united them, expanded them and learned from them. And 
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do you know what happened next? 

JOHN
Tell me!

JOHN leans toward AMES, 
then grips him tightly. 
Momentary tableaux.

AMES
Everything you shared, and more... everything came back.

Paper airplanes from every
direction fly onto the 
stage, and continue to in-
definitely. All watch.

JOHN
More?

UR
Your invention was for the good!

UR places hand on JOHN's 
shoulder.

AMES
Let's use it, Grandfather. Let's share it with the world!

Planes continue to fly. 
JOHN smiles a big, genuine
smile.

JOHN
Let's go to my book room! Quickly!

AMES
Grandfather! Thank you! The world will rejoice over what 
you've done!
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AMES kisses JOHN. UR pats 
JOHN on the back. JOHN be-
gins laughing. All full 
front and in unison:

AMES
Sharing!

JOHN
Sharing!

UR
Sharing!

The planets align. The 
stars shine brigher. A 
universal sigh.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

MAGICIAN A magician looking for 
awe/wonder.

BARTENDER Owns a bar.
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Low light. A rough looking
man wearing a very small, 
black clown nose enters. 
He plays with a coin.

MAGICIAN
Don't ever ask me that again. Come on! You've got enough 
footage already. I'm a loser, okay. "A has-been.'' I've 
given up. I'm sick of doing this for people. Making them 
"happy," or whatever, with lies. It's all a joke. I've... 
I've got better things to do now, okay. Good luck with your 
project and whatever. I've just...

MAGICIAN snaps fingers. 
Blackout. Sound of a coin 
being flipped: loud. 
Lights up. Stage is empty.
V.O. of MAGICIAN.

V.O. MAGICIAN
Come back later.

The voice echoes. Quickly 
enter BARTENDER.

BARTENDER
Come on over here again! I want my money back you awful 
cheat! How'd you do that!

Enter MAGICIAN with a 
bright red clown nose.

MAGICIAN
I was never gonna take your money. Here.

MAGICIAN places coin in 
BARTENDER's hand.

BARTENDER
Then are you ever gonna pay your tab?
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The both laugh warmly.

MAGICIAN
Look in your hand.

Bartender opens hand to 
see handwritten I.O.U.

BARTENDER
An IOU! Are you kidding me! Give me the coin!

MAGICIAN
I don't deserve a tip?

BARTENDER
Do it again.

MAGICIAN
Only once. Magician's rule.

BARTENDER
Tomorrow then, alright? My kids'll be here. They're gonna go
nuts! I have no idea—at all—how you do stuff like that but 
I'll tell you one thing: don't come in here on poker night 
or someone'll kill you. Cards flying across the room by 
themselves!

MAGICIAN
There's a logical explanation, honest.

BARTENDER
Tell me then!

MAGICIAN
Naw, I can't do that.

BARTENDER
And just why can't you?

MAGICIAN
Because it wouldn't be magic anymore.

488



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

Light shift. BARTENDER ex-
its. Low light as before. 
MAGICIAN's nose returns to
black.

MAGICIAN
So yeah, I was looking for something new. See, the trouble 
with magic is that you know how it's done: you have to in 
order to do it. At a certain point it gets kind of, uh, dull
I guess. Look, if I... okay, when I was a kid my uncle would
take my nose off—did this happen to you?—and he'd hold it 
between his two fingers like this and wave it around before 
eventually giving it back. Now, if you were young enough to 
believe, even for a split second, that he had taken your 
nose off of your face, you experienced wonder—well, maybe 
just concern if you were really little—but once you figure 
out it's just his thumb in there, or you touch your face and
figure it out it can't be your nose—and then discover the 
thumb—it's no longer special, there's no awe. Does that make
sense? That's why I wear a fake nose.

MAGICIAN pulls it off.

MAGICIAN
If somebody tries to take it off me, like my uncle, I know 
it really wasn't a part of my face in the first place. 
Anyway, I'm right handed, so I keep it safe in there.

MAGICIAN moves nose to 
right hand.

MAGICIAN
Watch this.

MAGICIAN moves right hand 
to face and blows hard.

MAGICIAN
This gets harder when you're older. It's supposed to pop out
the other side like a champagne cork, you know?
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MAGICIAN blows hard again.
This time a black balloon 
comes out the other end.

MAGICIAN
That's gonna look ridiculous on my nose! I'm not a freak or 
anything.

MAGICIAN sneezes. While 
wiping with a hanky:

MAGICIAN
Here you go.

MAGICIAN tries to hand it 
to someone in the audi-
ence, let's it go and it 
flies everywhere.

MAGICIAN
I got extras anyway.

The original nose is back 
on MAGICIAN's face.

MAGICIAN
Nobody takes my nose.

Enter BARTENDER.

BARTENDER
What... uh...

BARTENDER motions to his 
own nose.

BARTENDER
... happened here then?

MAGICIAN
Teenage punks on 3rd. Stole my nose.
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BARTENDER
I was getting used to it. I almost didn't recognize you.

MAGICIAN
Yeah?

BARTENDER
Yeah. (Pause.)
Hey, what's wrong? Cheer up. It was only a nose, right?

MAGICIAN
They called me a fake.

BARTENDER
Hey, listen to me now! I get people coming in here with 
their "talents" every day of the week—even a few magicians—
and you are not a fake. You're the real deal. I've never 
seen anybody do the stuff you do. Let me get you a drink.

MAGICIAN
I realized that it's all a lie. None of it is real.

BARTENDER
Sure seems real to me.

MAGICIAN
But it isn't. It's fake.

BARTENDER
So what? I have no idea how you do those things... those 
amazing things?

MAGICIAN
I know you don't... but I do. That's the problem.

Light shift. Exit BAR-
TENDER. MAGICIAN's nose 
returns to black.

MAGICIAN
It just got... I don't know... boring. Sure, people would 
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smile and laugh and gasp—or whatever—but I felt like a liar.
I felt like a salesman, on commission, selling snake oil and
other mythical cures for mythical ailments.

MAGICIAN performs.

MAGICIAN
See this coin? Watch. You think it's in this hand, don't 
you? Well, guess what, it's not. Were you fooled?

MAGICIAN shows coin in the
other hand.

MAGICIAN
An honest person would put the coin in their hand, and if 
someone said "it's in that hand," then they'd open their 
hand and it would be.

MAGICIAN does, and it is.

MAGICIAN
Isn't that more honest? I don't know. At any rate, I decided
to look for real magic. Something to amaze me.

Sound of a shuttle taking 
off.

MAGICIAN
At first I looked to the skies. But it turns out they just 
de-funded NASA. Whatever magic there was, I guess, is dead 
now. Thanks, America.

Sound of bleeps and boops.

MAGICIAN
Then I looked into computers... but they told me that people
actually sat down and wrote out commands, telling the 
computer exactly what to do. They could be complex, sure, 
but they weren't magic. "Goodbye, world."
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Sound of birds chirping, 
planes soaring, keys 
clicking, etc.

MAGICIAN
I tried a great many things before I finally discovered real
magic: Wall Street. They quite literally make money appear 
and disappear at will. At first it was incredible. 
Exhilarating. Like pulling money out of the sky.

MAGICIAN pulls money from 
the air.

MAGICIAN
"A quarter?" You say—"No no! That's a twenty dollar bill!"

MAGICIAN makes a quarter 
into a twenty dollar bill.

MAGICIAN
But when I asked to see the money, swim in it, I was thrown 
out. It turned out there was a man behind the curtain.

MAGICIAN pulls out a hand-
kerchief.

MAGICIAN
Something lurking below—beneath—it all.

MAGICIAN reveals a com-
puter chip behind the han-
derchief.

MAGICIAN
Computers. Or at least screens. Programs. Code. None of the 
money was real. Only projected, expected, calculated, etc...
(Pause.)
Theoretical. They had lots of trickery hidden up their 
sleeves on the street of walls.
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MAGICIAN rolls up his 
sleeves.

MAGICIAN
I wish it were a proper wall instead of a street though. 
That way they would take a dive like Humpty Dumpty. But, as 
we've learned, all the king's horses and all the king's men 
have no trouble putting them back together again.

MAGICIAN rips up and re-
stores a popular financial
newspaper. Enter BARTENDER
listening.

BARTENDER
Whoa! Amazing. Bravo! But I kind of wish you'd have kept the
paper in shambles. Better symbolism, right?

MAGICIAN
If only they'd put NASA back together again—at least then we
could dream of the stars: something must be out there. Magic
probably.

BARTENDER
So you've been all those places this past year?

MAGICIAN
I have.

BARTENDER
And you came back to magic. Good for you. You're good at it.

MAGICIAN
I prefer the term mactavist.

BARTENDER
What?

MAGICIAN
Magic/Activist.
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BARTENDER
Well, that'll go over well at the kids' birthday parties.

MAGICIAN
Teaching with handkerchiefs, coins, balls...

BARTENDER
...and a nose.

MAGICIAN
Some things never change.

BARTENDER
Are you awed? Inspired?

MAGICIAN
Only by everything around me. I've distilled it all into 
magic.

BARTENDER
I'll drink to that.

MAGICIAN
Me too.

Bartender holds out the 
glass, tentatively.

MAGICIAN
What?

BARTENDER
I thought that maybe you were gonna make it disappear.

MAGICIAN
Not this time. However...

MAGICIAN produces several 
bills from under the 
glass.
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MAGICIAN
...this should cover my tab.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

MAGICIAN A magician.

BARTENDER Owns a bar.

CLOWN A clown who tells a joke.

NEWSWOMAN A reporter covering the wrong 
story. It isn't really funny.
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Enter BARTENDER. Bottle of
whiskey in one hand. Shot 
glass in other.

BARTENDER
My cup...

Bartender pours whiskey 
into shot glass... keeps 
pouring.

BARTENDER
...overfloweth. But it's a small cup.

MAGICIAN
Can I show you a trick?

BARTENDER
I've long since given up on being impressed.

MAGICIAN
Take these rings for instance. I can take these two separate
rings and put them together.

BARTENDER
I've seen it before.

MAGICIAN
So you know the trick? That isn't fair.

BARTENDER
I don't know the trick. I just know the ending. Same 
difference.

Sound of a crowd. Loud 
conversation, feet walk-
ing, shuffling, etc. MAGI-
CIAN and BARTENDER react 
as if they are in a crowd 
of people.
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BARTENDER
Get out of my damn way why don't you! I've got drinks to 
serve and yours'll be last—if ever—if you don't stop getting
in my way.

MAGICIAN
How about a trick?

BARTENDER
Okay.

MAGICIAN
As payment.

BARTENDER kicks MAGICIAN 
out of the bar. Sound 
stops—or is muffled—in an 
alley.

MAGICIAN
Nobody likes my tricks. I've got coins and newspapers and 
balls. Tricks with all of those things. Used to dress up 
like a clown.

A clown walks on stage and
stands.

MAGICIAN
That didn't work out though. People want you to be nice when
you're a clown. I can't be nice when I'm a clown. Why should
I be nice when I'm a clown? Doesn't make a lick of sense to 
me. I became a clown so I could be a depressed magician in 
disguise.

CLOWN
My grandfather delivered newspapers during the great 
depression.

MAGICIAN
Sorry about that, then.
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CLOWN
He was never depressed about anything. I guess he figured it
was always better than when he was delivering papers during 
the great depression.

MAGICIAN begins lighting 
up a cigarette.

MAGICIAN
But we've kind of got a depression going on now don't we?

CLOWN
Do you mind?

MAGICIAN
Not at all. I'm sure your grandfather was a lovely person 
and all, but I've got suicidal thoughts to calculate on at 
the moment.

CLOWN
My grandmother lost a lung to smoking.

MAGICIAN
Well I'm not gonna need a lung if I kill myself, am I?

Enter NEWS WOMAN w/ micro-
phone and direct light 
above torso.

NEWS WOMAN
A strange sight tonight according to local residents who 
report a clown, a magician, and a disappearing act gone 
wrong. Coming up at ten, only on channel ten.

Lights off of NEWS WOMAN.

NEWS WOMAN
Okay, so what happened? This sounds like the beginning to a 
bad joke, the end of a bad date, or a really bad pickup 
line.
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MAGICIAN
I'm standing right here!

CLOWN
No you're not.

Enter BARTENDER. Loud 
noise from people inside 
bar spills out.

BARTENDER
Quiet down out there!

Exit BARTENDER.

CLOWN
You heard him.

NEWS WOMAN
You try standing in a dark alley at night reporting on 
material for a stand-up routine.

MAGICIAN
He could've at least told us the score.

CLOWN
What are you looking at?

NEWS WOMAN
When do we go live? Three?

MAGICIAN
The stars, clown, the stars. I'm trying to find my way out 
of this hell hole.

CLOWN
It's all one point perspective in here—all the way into the 
wall of another building. That's how cities are, you know. 
The only way out is up.
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MAGICIAN
You wanna see a trick?

CLOWN
You wanna hear a joke?

MAGICIAN
God it smells bad back here.

CLOWN
Seafood place.

NEWS WOMAN
I am never eating at La Mer again. Eck!

MAGICIAN
Tell your joke.

CLOWN
So, alright, get this:

CLOWN blows up a balloon. 
Coughs.

CLOWN
Are you gonna put that out? If nothing else you're clouding 
the very stars you aspire to!

MAGICIAN
Fine.

MAGICIAN puts out ciga-
rette. Motions for CLOWN 
to continue. NEWS WOMAN 
picks up cigarette MAGI-
CIAN discarded and returns
to her area. She lights 
it.

NEWS WOMAN
I swear, Larry, you tell anybody about this and I'll kill 
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you.

CLOWN
So. The balloon is full. Let's call the air in the balloon 
all the money in the world.

MAGICIAN
Okay.

CLOWN
Good. You hold it.

NEWS WOMAN
Was that thunder?

MAGICIAN holds the bal-
loon.

CLOWN
Okay. Good. Now—are you ready?—now I'm the government. "We 
need to regulate the cash flow resources of exponential 
growth with GDP to compete with other countries where 
children are left behind, and we can't leave children 
behind, which is why we'll enact the laws, with help from 
corporations and bigger-than-you nonsensical algorithms 
provided by our proprietary beneficiaries of the tax code 
and the lawmaking process on Wall Street—it fell over during
the depression, you see—for the benefit of defunct 
technologies and ancient, yet intact, monopolies salvaged by
abuse of the law and a fear of the code—and for the 
children! Always for the children!—I propose to bring—to 
bring to committee—to take a vote—to listen to the American 
people—to listen to the business-owning American people—to 
propose the will of the business-owning American and non-
American investors—but on behalf of the children! Sweet corn
and subsidies: The children!—to follow the bureaucratic 
tape, the lines in red, the—oh cover it with paint and move 
quickly for another campaign is around ye olde corner —

CLOWN removes a huge mal-
lot from behind back.
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CLOWN
— we need more money! Be it make believe, belittled, or 
squeezed from the American taxpayer—citizen of course—or the
demon-headed multifaceted organizations checking the checks 
and balances—demon-headed!—hold that balloon steady!
— in the name of America!

MAGICIAN
Wait!

CLOWN swings with great 
might and strength, burst-
ing the balloon and conk-
ing MAGICIAN swiftly with 
a flourish after the spin.
MAGICIAN hits the pave-
ment. More thunder/light-
ening.

NEWS WOMAN
A clown, a magician, and an over-sized mallet get thrown out
of a bar. Can you guess what happens next? After the break 
at ten on ten.—Get on with it!

CLOWN turns MAGICIAN's 
face toward the sky.

CLOWN
You see those stars? It's going to rain soon. But do you see
those stars? All bright shining in the sky? Do you see them,
magic man? You think you can get away by going up. Vertigo 
gets you when you walk down corridors like this one for too 
long. When you're tired of seeing the grid work of bricks, 
carefully laid, as you walk along the pavement.

MAGICIAN
It's not a funny joke, clown.

CLOWN
The buildings cast shadows, bigger than people, on the 
people they oppress. If I created money with air and a 
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mallet, think of what you can do.

MAGICIAN
What?

CLOWN
We've got all sorts of money for all sorts of things 
benefiting everyone else—but we don't have money to dream. 
We don't have money to dream. You heard about NASA right? 
They shut it down? The space program: gone. Like that.

MAGICIAN
Can you call an ambulance.

CLOWN
I called 'em before the joke.

We hear sirens and thunder
in the distance.

MAGICIAN
If I ever see you again...

CLOWN
You'll thank me, cause I told you what your job is: you're 
the space program. You're wonder and awe and the whole lot 
of it that the people making air out of air at the expense 
of the lungs of others—smoking or not—can never do. They 
don't do magic because they're liars. You do magic—but you 
tell the truth.

MAGICIAN
I don't get it. 

CLOWN
The secret is the punchline of my joke.

MAGICIAN
No!
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CLOWN
Tell the story of something real while wowing with your awe-
making magic.

Lightening. Blackout. 
Light on NEWS WOMAN from 
torso up.

NEWS WOMAN
I've got a story straight out of a comic book. A magician 
and a clown enter a dark —

MAGICIAN
Can I show you a trick? It's about monetary allocation in 
congress. Let me see your hands.

NEWS WOMAN
Okay. Larry, can you hold the microphone?

MAGICIAN
I'm going to put a quarter in this hand, that's the take 
home pay of the government, roughly, our taxes. Can I borrow
your handkerchief?

NEWS WOMAN
Okay.

MAGICIAN
We'll call this the obscuring cloth of naming and details.

NEWS WOMAN
What's that for?

MAGICIAN
We call it misdirection. Now I lift the handkerchief and —

NEWS WOMAN
Where did the coin go?

MAGICIAN
Start asking that question instead.
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MAGICIAN walks away 
quickly.

NEWS WOMAN
Instead of what?

BARTENDER opens door, 
noise spills out:

BARTENDER
Quiet down out here!

NEWS WOMAN
Can I interview you. Did you see a magician and a clown 
tonight?

Blackout. Lights up. CLOWN
and MAGICIAN.

CLOWN
That is, what?

MAGICIAN
The wrong question.

CLOWN
Have your representatives misdirected you today?

MAGICIAN
That is, what?

CLOWN
Get it?

Blackout.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

MAGICIAN A magician.

FATHER Magician's father.

CLOWN A clown.
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CLOWN and FATHER on oppo-
site sides of the stage in
single beams of light. 
Both are humming a drone: 
think bagpipe. A light 
shines on MAGICIAN center 
stage. Drone is continu-
ous. MAGICIAN begins blow-
ing up a balloon.

MAGICIAN
A long time ago, when I was a kid, I saw a magician do 
amazing things. Coins appeared from thin air, disappeared 
while in my very own hand, and then reappeared behind my 
ear, or in my hair, or even up my nose. It was pretty 
amazing stuff. I always thought that magicians were modern 
day sorcerers, miracle makers, living proof of the existence
of the supernatural in our world.

MAGICIAN ties off balloon 
and looks at for a moment 
before popping it. Droning
stops.

MAGICIAN
Then I figured out how it was done. Misdirection, glue, 
rubber bands, "invisible" strings, fake pockets, 
handkerchiefs, coats, sleeves, boxes, mirrors, smoke, trap 
doors, hidden poles and pretty girls wearing sequins over 
here while something important is happening over there. And 
guess what? You just missed it.

MAGICIAN reproduces a bal-
loon, full of air. Droning
starts again.

MAGICIAN
I thought I was going to give up when I found out that the 
coin was in the other hand. I thought that I was going to 
give up when I discovered that the box was fake, the mirror 
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was right there, or that pretty girls are there to make the 
eye wander to the wrong place at the right time. I thought 
that I would, but I didn't.

CLOWN
Magic is so much more than that.

MAGICIAN
I met a clown, someone I came to trust, strangely, who 
helped me understand that I wasn't peddling a lie. I was 
creating wonder.

CLOWN stops droning. FA-
THER drones loudly and 
then stops. CLOWN enters 
the scene.

MAGICIAN
It's just that, I don't know, it's all a lie.

CLOWN
Magic is so much more than that.

MAGICIAN
How? I mean, look—I put the coin in this hand, but I don't 
really, and I say "where's the coin?" and they choose this 
hand but it was never even there in the first place!

CLOWN
You feel like a sham? A swindler. Another couple of "S" 
words?

MAGICIAN
Along with some other letters of the alphabet too!

CLOWN
Because they give you money.

MAGICIAN
Exactly! They give me money and I lie to them.
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CLOWN
It's the same as a shell game, right?

MAGICIAN
Exactly.

CLOWN
You move the shells quickly around with a lot of flash, but 
they can't ever guess correctly because they're all wrong—
the spinning is just for show.

MAGICIAN
That's exactly what it is! Exactly!

CLOWN
There's one little problem though.

MAGICIAN
And what is that?

CLOWN drones loudly and 
returns to behind. FATHER 
stops droning. CLOWN stops
droning. FATHER enters the
scene.

FATHER
Don't ever let me catch you doing that nonsense again.

MAGICIAN
I'm sorry, Father.

FATHER
You worship the devil or something? Huh? You worship the 
devil!? Don't make the same mistake as those other liars! 
"Séance," they say. "Séance!" Magic words. Communicate with 
the beloved! Communicate with liars and thieves. That's what
magicians are—birds of prey eating the sorry hearts of the 
empathetic living. If you feel you are a target and if you 
associate with them then you are a traitor to this family!
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MAGICIAN
I'm sorry!

FATHER
If your Mother—after what those lying thieves did to me—if 
she found out what you've been doing I don't...

MAGICIAN
Dad, I know...

FATHER
What is it. Show it to me. What have you been... roll up 
your sleeves.

MAGICIAN
What?

FATHER
That's one place the liars tell their lies. Tambourines, 
sticks, strings, flashing lights. Come on. Out with it!

MAGICIAN
Just this coin.

FATHER
Get rid of it.

CLOWN begins droning. FA-
THER begins returning to 
the back.

MAGICIAN
But it's just a coin.

FATHER
It's tainted now.

FATHER begins droning.

MAGICIAN
It's tainted now.

514



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

FATHER
It's tainted now.

CLOWN
Magic is so much more than that.

MAGICIAN
Magic is...

MAGICIAN throws the coin 
across the stage. Drone 
gets louder and stops. 
CLOWN and FATHER exit.

MAGICIAN
My mother died having me. The universe was getting square, I
guess. A life for a life. After my father kicked me out I 
was alone for a very long time. I tried to find something 
that could line up with my father's expectations.

CLOWN and FATHER return, 
next to each other in the 
darkness and drone.

MAGICIAN
It was hard. At first I thought I could get by without magic
in my life. Without resorting to what he told me was selling
my soul by casting my lot with the liars of the world. I had
crossed a line with him that I could never cross again. The 
bridge was burned by anger and disappointment.

FATHER
It's tainted now.

MAGICIAN
I started giving away every coin I earned. I'd keep the 
small coins and the paper money, but that particular coin 
had to go. It just so happened that I could exchange it for 
a stage show or two during some particularly miserable 
weeks.
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CLOWN steps down and per-
forms.

CLOWN
My name is Dip-Dap-Flip-Flap-Mish-Mash-Whip-Lash the 
haberdasher Clown. I've got needles and thimbles and ribbons
and cake! I've got buttons and zippers and whiskers—they're 
fake! 

CLOWN rips moustache off.

CLOWN
Pipe down! Pipe down! I've been paid to impress you! Not to 
dress or caress you—although I should wave to the lady in 
the back. Hello!

CLOWN inflates balloon.

CLOWN
The cake is the in the back—but look at this: I've made a 
candle. No? Not impressed. How about a unicorn? Ever seen 
one of those before? They're real. Watch.

CLOWN puts unmodified bal-
loon to his forehead.

MAGICIAN
As I watched the clown over the weeks, I knew I'd found a 
like-spirit.

Returning to a different 
CLOWN performance.

CLOWN
Do have any idea how much I get paid for this? Let me make 
you a little diagram. Let's say this...

CLOWN holds up the unmodi-
fied balloon.
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CLOWN
...this is all the money your father brings home on a 
regular basis from his job fleecing hard working people like
me. 

CLOWN begins to make a 
poodle.

CLOWN
The nose here—maybe—goes to taxes. If he's not working the 
system with his accountant friends—he is an accountant?—
Okay. Sure. This poodle doesn't have a nose. This is the 
first time I've ever had something in common with the 
government: neither of us get a piece!

MAGICIAN
It was like watching a teacher with too much rouge and 
unwieldy hair teach a lesson about the world with balloons.

CLOWN
No! I will not leave quietly! I came here to entertain the 
children!

MAGICIAN turns to CLOWN.

MAGICIAN
I want to learn from you.

CLOWN
What?

MAGICIAN
I want to learn from you. I'm a magician. I like your style.

CLOWN
A magician... I've never liked magicians. You can never tell
if they're swindling you or saving you; whether it's a trick
or a trap. They're a tainted bunch.

MAGICIAN
I stopped performing because I thought the same thing until 
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I saw your act. You're educating with balloons. I want to do
that with magic.

CLOWN
Teach people with magic?

MAGICIAN
Yes. Teach them.

CLOWN
About what?

MAGICIAN
The traps.

CLOWN begins droning. 
Backs away next to FATHER.
They drone.

MAGICIAN
So the clown started training me. Taught me how to take my 
frustrations with the idea of magic being used to fleece and
turn that into an act that demonstrated the power of magic 
to awe and inspire. I did mock séances —

CLOWN jangles a tam-
bourine.

MAGICIAN
— exposing the fallacy of communicating with the dead. The 
tricks that are played on a unsuspecting victims, empathetic
hearts, and damaged souls.

CLOWN and FATHER stop 
droning. They exit.

MAGICIAN
The dead can't speak. I never knew what happened to that 
clown. I never saw him again. I suspect he was making poodle
diagrams of economic realities at some birthday party 
somewhere.
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Enter CLOWN in a bright 
light behind MAGICIAN. 
CLOWN begins removing 
clothing, makeup, etc.

MAGICIAN
The clown was suspicious of magicians. Thought that they 
tainted everything. I used to think that too. And then we 
met on a fluke. The right price at the right time. At the 
end he told me that —

CLOWN
Magic is so much more than that.

MAGICIAN
— and I knew he was right. Magic was something special.

It is clear that FATHER 
was dressed as CLOWN. FA-
THER begins droning.

MAGICIAN
I was going to spend the rest of my life —

Droning stops.

MAGICIAN
— proving it.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

MAGICIAN Dressed as a bygone U.S. 
President.

BARTENDER Dressed as a female anime 
character.
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MAGICIAN onstage alone. A 
speech. Somber.

MAGICIAN
The Congress assembles this year under the shadow of a great
calamity. President McKinley was shot by an anarchist. A man
of moderate means, a man whose stock sprang from the sturdy 
tillers of the soil, who had himself belonged among the 
wage-workers... the Judas-like infamy of this act. There is 
no baser deed in all the annals of crime. His crime should 
be made an offense against the law of nations, like piracy 
and that form of man-stealing known as the slave trade; for 
it is of far blacker infamy than either. The American people
are slow to wrath, but when their wrath is once kindled it 
burns like a consuming flame.

BARTENDER
Hi! Would you like a drink?

MAGICIAN
No law can guard us against the consequences of our own 
folly. 

BARTENDER
You're funny!

MAGICIAN
The men who are idle or credulous, the men who seek gains 
not by genuine work with head or hand but by gambling in any
form, are always a source of menace not only to themselves 
but to others. 

BARTENDER
I didn't ask you about gambling, silly, I asked you about a 
drink. How about it? Can I pour you one?

MAGICIAN
The old laws, and the old customs which had almost the 
binding force of law, were once quite sufficient to regulate
the accumulation and distribution of wealth.
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BARTENDER
What are you going on about. Whoa! Whoa! Whoa! La la la! 
Like a helicopter! See. Watch my fly!

BARTENDER extends arms 
like a plane and runs 
about the room.

BARTENDER
Quit talking so much! What are you doing in a bar if you're 
not here to drink?

MAGICIAN
To drown my sorrows, good sir, in the presence of souls more
unfortunate than I. 

BARTENDER
Well, I don't think you'll find anyone like that here: Just 
me! And I don't like anything to do with drowning! Whee!

BARTENDER flies around for
another pass.

MAGICIAN
The captains of industry who have driven the railway systems
across this continent, who have built up our commerce, who 
have developed our manufactures, have on the whole done 
great good to our people. 

BARTENDER
That's not what my customers say, and they build the 
railways. Tee-hee!

MAGICIAN
The slightest study of business conditions will satisfy 
anyone capable of forming a judgment.

BARTENDER
Are you calling them incapable of forming a judgment. That 
seems mean. Are you a mean man?
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MAGICIAN slams money on 
the bar.

MAGICIAN
The products of irrigation will be consumed chiefly in 
upbuilding local centers.

MAGICIAN pats his stomach.

BARTENDER
So you will drink! Yumee!!! What would you like? Drowning 
sorrows can take a long time or a little.

MAGICIAN
The necessary foundation has already been laid.

BARTENDER
How am I supposed to know if you ate anything? You don't 
seem that sad to me. Is that what you mean by "necessary 
foundation?" What would you like?

MAGICIAN
It would be unwise to begin by doing too much, for a great 
deal will doubtless be learned, both as to what can and what
cannot be safely attempted, by the early efforts, which must
of necessity be partly experimental in character.

BARTENDER
Oooookay! What's your poison then. I'll make it small—I 
promise!

MAGICIAN
No reservoir or canal should ever be built to satisfy 
selfish personal or local interests; but only in accordance 
with the advice of trained experts.

BARTENDER
You like like a beer man to me! This is what my grandfather 
drank all day long. And don't worry—I'm an expert in the 
ways of spirits. You could even call me a conjurer! Whoa! 
Spooky! Are you scared? So, one more time, what are you sad 
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about.

MAGICIAN
I'm an ex-magician and I've given up on life. Please refrain
from speaking of conjurers in communion with the devil in my
presence.

BARTENDER
I love magic! All the flashing lights! The sparkling 
costumes! The pretty girls and the amazing tricks! Show me 
show me show me! Please please please please please!

MAGICIAN
There should be no extravagance.

BARTENDER
What's wrong with extravagance? 

MAGICIAN
Magic should be, always, free from the least taint of 
excessive or reckless expenditure.

BARTENDER
Well it doesn't get any less "recklessly expenditure'd" than
right here at the Clown Dive. Can you show me one of your 
little tricks? Hmmm? Can you? I'd really like to see one. 
What do you need?

MAGICIAN
We are not at the starting point of this development. 

BARTENDER
Right. Here's your very small beer—wouldn't want you to 
attempt to much in one go.

MAGICIAN
A high degree of enterprise and ability has been shown in 
the work itself; but as much cannot be said in reference to 
the laws relating thereto.
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BARTENDER
You got busted, huh? What happened? Drowning your sorrows is
the best thing you can do! Did you cut a lady in half? Is 
that what happened? Leave someone in a box for too long. Oh!
Did something go awry with fire? Swords!? Silver rings!?

MAGICIAN
With a few creditable exceptions.

BARTENDER
I like this game.

MAGICIAN
Many streams have already passed into private ownership, or 
a control equivalent to ownership.

BARTENDER
I knew you could take more than you said!

BARTENDER winks at MAGI-
CIAN while pouring another
drink.

BARTENDER
You're like a great big teddy bear!

MAGICIAN
Whoever controls a stream practically controls the land it 
renders productive.

BARTENDER
You wanna be productive, teddy bear, then go on and show me 
a trick! I've been very patient you know.

MAGICIAN
To grow up in the arid regions...

BARTENDER
How did you know? That's right! Right outside the desert. Is
this one of those—what do you call it—mentalism!? You really
are great!
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MAGICIAN simply stares at 
his drink.

MAGICIAN
Reforms can only be final and satisfactory when they come 
through the enlightenment of the people most concerned.

BARTENDER
What you're doing right here is the best path to 
enlightenment! You've certainly come to the right place. 

MAGICIAN
Nothing could be more unwise than for isolated communities 
to continue to learn everything experimentally, instead of 
profiting by what is already known elsewhere.

BARTENDER
I'm a fan of sharing too. You know, we had another magician 
in here once. Sad fellow. Dressed like a clown. I guess he 
was supposed to do funny magic, but when he took on "many 
streams" he didn't really reach the enlightenment he'd hoped
for. Sad story. I wonder what ever happened to him? That's 
life, anyway. That's what this job is. I try to see the 
positive in it. Anyway I could see a trick already? I'm just
dying to see one. I've been in here all alone since long 
before sunset.

MAGICIAN
We are dealing with a new and momentous question, in the 
pregnant years while institutions are forming, and what we 
do will affect not only the present but future generations.

BARTENDER
Gosh you're smart! I want to be just like you when I get out
of here. Not really interested in the "pregnant years" 
though, whatever that means. (Pause.)
Maybe the clown was having pregnant years.

MAGICIAN
Our aim should be not simply to reclaim... but avail 
ourselves of the best experience of the time.
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BARTENDER
I like having fun too! (Pause.)
Hey! You know what would be fun? Magic tricks!

MAGICIAN
As I said before, I've given it up. I'm simply making 
ammends for my former life as a peddler of falsehood before 
dispossessing myself of this rather unfortunate exterior of 
humanity over the side of the bridge.

BARTENDER
Don't do that! Magic is a special—very special—talent that 
shouldn't be wasted on bridges or water.

BARTENDER slaps the drink 
away from MAGICIAN.

BARTENDER
I've got a new and momentous question.

MAGICIAN
Our earnest effort is to help these people upward along the 
stony and difficult path that leads to self-government.

BARTENDER
Well you're doing a pretty bad job of self-governing if I do
say so myself. And I do! One trick. Here's a coin. Do 
something with it—and nothing flashy!

MAGICIAN
Already a greater measure of material prosperity...

MAGICIAN hands back a ten 
dollar bill.

MAGICIAN
...has been attained.

BARTENDER
Wow!
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MAGICIAN
It is no light task.

BARTENDER
I can tell! You made money! Again! Again!

MAGICIAN
For more than a thousand years they have been slowly fitting
themselves, sometimes consciously, sometimes unconsciously, 
toward this end.

BARTENDER
I told you to stop talking like that! You're not jumping off
of any bridges unless you end up standing on the shore while
people applaud your efforts!

MAGICIAN
We must show both patience and strength, forbearance and 
steadfast resolution. Our aim is high.

BARTENDER
Your aim is low! Far too low!

MAGICIAN
Such desertion of duty on our part would be a crime against 
humanity.

BARTENDER
You're acting like a dummy! Listen to me when I say this: 
jumping off of a bridge is a crime against humanity! You're 
very talented.

MAGICIAN
No competent observer, sincerely desirous of finding out the
facts and influenced only by a desire for the welfare of...

BARTENDER
I've got a magic trick!

MAGICIAN looks up for a 
moment but is clocked with
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a large, heavy blunt ob-
ject with a blackout. We 
hear mumbling. Lights up. 
MAGICIAN is waking up. 
Bartender is rousing a 
group of children to ap-
plause.

BARTENDER
Here he is—the great big Magical Teddy Bear!

MAGICIAN
— the very verge of safety —

BARTENDER
They've come for you! Show them your tricks.

MAGICIAN
— extremely anxious —

BARTENDER
Here's another coin! Go on!

MAGICIAN regains his com-
posure and transforms the 
coin into a ten dollar 
bill to smiles, awes and 
applause.

BARTENDER
Yay!

MAGICIAN
It relieves us of a great burden...

The MAGICIAN smiles.

MAGICIAN
The true end of every great and free people should be self-
respecting peace.
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BARTENDER
So you're not going to "dispossess" yourself?

MAGICIAN
No. Not when I have my duties. Magic, being merely a most 
regrettable but necessary duty which must be performed for 
the sake of the welfare of mankind. Children, can you hear 
them? Can you hear the bells? The singing? The joy? Perhaps 
the most characteristic educational movement of the past 
fifty years is that which has created the modern public 
library and developed it into broad and active service. 
There are now over five thousand public libraries in the 
United States, the product of this period. I will amaze you 
once more if you promise me one thing and one thing only—
visit your public libraries and read. It is a trade you see?
You read and I amaze, only in time you will find that 
reading is the better form of amazement in that it brings 
you in contact with other minds in other places with other 
ideas and other insights. One last trick, before you go off 
to the library—Bartender... you are from an Arid region, 
yes?

BARTENDER
Yes.

Clapping. Happiness. 
Blackout.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

MAGICIAN A magician.

BARTENDER A bartender.
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MAGICIAN stands center 
stage. Long inhalation: 
loud. Looks nervous. Slow 
motion. Gunshot. Blackout.

The office of the BAR-
TENDER.

BARTENDER
Your act sucks.

MAGICIAN
What are you talking about? They love the —

BARTENDER
They hate the rings. 
 Everyone knows how that one's done.

MAGICIAN
I'd like to see you —

BARTENDER
They're fake rings.

BARTENDER holds up some 
metal rings briefly.

MAGICIAN
No one is allowed in my magic trunk! I put a lock on there!

BARTENDER
And who bought the lock? 
Listen, I think you're a nice kid 
but you're not packing them in anymore 
and when you're packing them in is when nice means something

see? 
You've need a new act tonight. 
wholly original 
amazing! 
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or you're out of here.

MAGICIAN
But I'm already behind on —

BARTENDER
And you can't eat at the bar no more.

MAGICIAN
I'll amaze you—tonight!

Blackout. Gunshot. Lights 
up. MAGICIAN, cleary 
struck in the stomach, is 
falling slowly, back 
arched, in slow motion. 
Blackout before the fall 
is half completed.

Lights up. Magician on-
stage. The "new act" is in
full swing.

MAGICIAN
I'd like for everyone to think about water. Ah! Water. 
Rushing over your face. Your entire body.

AUDIENCE
I haven't had a shower in weeks!

General laughter.

MAGICIAN
I'm going to take this cup, fill it up with water, put this 
handkerchief over the top of it to keep the moisture inside 
—

AUDIENCE
There's magic happening!
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MAGICIAN
And I'm going to —

MAGICIAN dumps the water 
glass over his head. Glit-
ter, instead of water, 
comes out. He bows.

MAGICIAN
Thank you! Thank you!

AUDIENCE
You suck! 

MAGICIAN
Okay. And now for a crowd favorite. I learned this while 
studying patience and understanding with monks who dwell in 
mountains, breath slowly, and manipulate metals better than 
scientists. From them I bring you —

MAGICIAN produces three 
metal rings.

MAGICIAN
The magic linking rings.

BARTENDER peeks onstage

BARTENDER
Get off the stage!

MAGICIAN
These are different than the rings I've shown you before. 
Their secrets are —

BARTENDER
Turn them off!

Lights go out. Gunshot. 
Slow motion. MAGICIAN con-
tinues falling.
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Lights up. BARTENDER's of-
fice.

BARTENDER
What do you mean they're different? 
 They're the same thing.

MAGICIAN
The other rings were from different monastic communities.

BARTENDER
You've never been outside the county lines.

MAGICIAN
I certainly have.

BARTENDER pulls up a 
smartphone or GPS device.

BARTENDER
I tagged you with a tracker.

MAGICIAN
I hate needles.

BARTENDER
You were sleeping. 
Listen: 
You're through. 
It's a rough gig. 
Sorry. 

MAGICIAN
What about my tricks?

BARTENDER
I paid for them. 
Giving them to the next guy. 
Get's in next week.
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MAGICIAN
Who?

BARTENDER
Mystical Monty. 
He works next door. 
Does this amazing trick. 
Here's a ticket. 
Go see what real magic looks like.

BARTENDER reaches over and
takes MAGICIAN's hat.

MAGICIAN
That's my hat.

BARTENDER
Get out of here.

Three or so chairs. MAGI-
CIAN sits watching an act 
we don't see, but do hear.

MYSTICAL MONTY
Ha!

Flash of bright light.

MAGICIAN
Whoa!

MYSICAL MONTY
Thank you! And now for the most dangerous trick. A mind-
altering end to a most entertaining evening. This is not for
the light of heart. Dear?

MAGICIAN
A gun?

MYSTICAL MONTY
Yes. A gun. Don't be alarmed. It will never be directed at 
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any person in the audience. You are all, I assure you, safe.

MAGICIAN
What is he going to do with —

MYSTICAL MONTY
I, on the other hand.

Quick footsteps.

MYSTICAL MONTY
Dear?

Gunshot. Crowd sounds.

MYSTICAL MONTY
Aha!

Applause.

MAGICIAN
He caught it in his hand! Wow! Did you see that! He caught 
it in his hand!

Blackout. Gunshot. Slow 
motion. Magician continues
the fall. Head is falling 
below waist. Blackout.

Lights up. Outdoors.

MAGICIAN
Mystical Monty! You were incredible.

MYSTICAL MONTY
I know.

MAGICIAN
How did you catch a bullet! That was amazing.
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MYSTICAL MONTY
Well, when you study with the north-southeastern monks of 
the valley, of the precipice, on the sandy beaches—in 
complete silence for thirteen years—you learn a thing or two
about modern warfare and the human body. 

MAGICIAN
Wow!

MYSTICAL MONTY
A soldier of the West-eastern persuation tried to shoot me 
and, instinctually—from years of silent contemplation—I 
caught the bullet with my bare hand. In reality I caught it 
with my mind.

MAGICIAN
Unbelievable.

MYSTICAL MONTY
I know. (Laughs.)

MAGICIAN
(Laughs.)
(Pause.)
So to find out just...

MYSTICAL MONTY
See how you respond to being shot. 
It's the only way. 
Farewell!

Blackout. Slow motion. 
Gunshot. MAGICIAN contin-
ues to fall. Head further 
down. Blackout.

BARTENDER's office.

MAGICIAN
I'm doing a trick tonight.
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BARTENDER
Are you now?

MAGICIAN
Yeah.

BARTENDER
I don't think so. 
I gave you the boot. 
If you don't stay gone...

Magician pulls out the 
gun.

BARTENDER
Whoa! 
Calm down! 
You can go on. 
Sure.

MAGICIAN
This is part of my act.

BARTENDER
You're gonna catch a bullet like Monty?

MAGICIAN
Yeah.

BARTENDER
Well how does he do it? 
What's the secret? 
Where does it come from? 
It can't come from the gun.

MAGICIAN
I'm doing the trick tonight.

BARTENDER
Alright.
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MAGICIAN
Alright.

Blackout. Gunshot. Slow 
motion. Magician continues
to fall.

Lights up. MAGICIAN at the
end of his act. People are
booing.

MAGICIAN
The rings not magical enough for you? 
The cups and balls not exciting enough? 
Well how about this?

MAGICIAN pulls out a gun. 
Shocked silence. Blackout.

Silence. Different light. 
Magician, staring out at 
the audience.

MAGICIAN
Of course it's a real bullet. Here.

Lights flicker out and 
back on. Silence.

MAGICIAN
Aim it right here.

Lights flicker out and 
back on.

MAGICIAN
Of course it's safe.

Lights flicker out and 
back on.
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MAGICIAN
Go.

Gunshot. Magician falls. 
Exhalation: loud.

V.O. MAGICIAN
Did you ever wonder 
why there isn't any wonder
anymore.
It all faded away.
All gone. 
There's nothing worth living for. 
Nothing to look forward too. 
The future is dead. 
Just like the present. 
The children have it. 
They look at the stars with wonder 
awe 
but for us it is gone. 
It is done. 
Nothing left. 
Nothing remains but 
the expected. 
I used to be a magician. 
I used to pretend to bring wonder. 
But I only brought lies. 
The greatest magic trick ever. 
This is the greatest magic trick ever.

Loud exhalation continues 
underneath. Blackout. 
Pause. Loud inhalation. 
Lights flash bright.

END OF PLAY

543



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

 Week 5: Backyard Swords

Backyard Swords 5.0

by: Kyle Reynolds Conway

♥ COPYING IS AN ACT OF LOVE. PLEASE COPY AND SHARE.

Text © 2011 KYLE REYNOLDS CONWAY
under a Creative Commons Attribution Share Alike (3.0) 
license.
http://www.awequest.com
Cover image © 2011 Erich Thielenhaus
under a Creative Commons Attribution Share Alike (3.0) 
license.
https://theboomflash.wordpress.com
Copyheart: http://copyheart.org
Creative Commons: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
sa/3.0/

544



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

Dramatis Personae

MARTY A boy with a spoon.

RUSSELL A bigger boy with a cape.

TRANSOM A small, stuffed dinosaur.

HOLLY A girl with a power.
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MARTY talks to a small, 
stuffed dinosaur named 
TRANSOM while carrying a 
spoon as a sword.

MARTY
Transom, how come things are so hard? Do you have any idea 
how hard it is to go to school? No, I suppose you don't. 
Dinosaurs don't go to schools. You're lucky. You don't have 
to deal with bullies. You don't have to deal with Russell. 
Stepping on my neck every day with his big boots. I hate 
Russell so much. (Pause.) You want to fly? Okay. That's 
better than talking about Russell.

MARTY throws the TRANSOM 
doll off-stage.

MARTY
Come back! Come back!

Enter TRANSOM, a full-
sized human in a dinosaur 
costume.

TRANSOM
I'm coming. I'm coming! My wings got stuck.

MARTY
You flew a really long way!

TRANSOM
Only because you're such a great thrower!

MARTY
Thanks.

TRANSOM
Back in the day a guy named Rex used to bully the kids in my
school.
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MARTY
You went to school.

TRANSOM
Uphill both ways. It was a long time ago. Just don't worry 
about it. After a while you'll figure out that he just isn't
worth the time or consideration. Focus on the nice people.

MARTY
Like you.

TRANSOM
I'm glad you think so.

MARTY
Can you sit here for a minute while I go check in with my 
Mom?

TRANSOM
Sure.

TRANSOM the actor places 
TRANSOM the prop on a 
bench and waits. 
Whistling. Rocking back 
and forth, etc. Enter RUS-
SELL in goggles and black 
cape on tip toes. RUSSELL 
sneaks over to the bench 
and yanks the TRANSOM prop
into his arms and escapes.
TRANSOM the actor moves in
parallel with the prop. 
Enter MARTY.

MARTY
Transom! My Mom said we could play for—Transom? Hey, where 
did you go? Transom?

MARTY looks at the ground.
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MARTY
Oh no! Russell's big boots leave big footprints. Agh!

Blackout.

Lights up on RUSSELL 
standing maniacally and 
staring at the audience. 
TRANSOM, the actor (and 
the prop) sit behind in 
chains.

RUSSELL
I hate that Marty! He's always such a smarty! Pleasing the 
teachers—he sits in first row. From the back the board is 
blurry—and they say that I'm slow. So I pummel and pound 
him! I step on his face. A teacher's pet deserves daily 
playground disgrace.

TRANSOM
You're mean, Russell.

RUSSELL
It's true, but I have a plan. A ransom for Transom—he'll 
meet my demands! I'll buy love with the money, respect and 
some gold. I'll make friends and not enemies.  Be warm and 
not cold. Perceptions will alter when they see me for me.

TRANSOM
It won't ever happen if you keep me locked up in this tree.

RUSSELL
It's a tower, be quiet. A fort and a fortress. From up here 
I'll plot Marty's demise.

Lights shift to Marty, 
elsewhere:

MARTY
Now I don't have anyone to talk to. 
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Enter HOLLY.

HOLLY
You can talk to me.

MARTY
I saw you the other day —

HOLLY
Under Russell's boot.

MARTY
Just like me.

HOLLY
You were under his right foot. That's worse.

MARTY
And you the left. I could see you through the tears.

HOLLY
Now is not the time to cry. Rejoice. Russell isn't in school
today. We're free.

MARTY
Russell kidnapped my dinosaur, Transom. My Mom found this 
ransom note under the doormat this morning. It had a lock of
Transom's hair attached to the "R" in "Ransom."

HOLLY
Time to fight back.

MARTY
I don't know. 

HOLLY talks with her mind.

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
Do you really want your dinosaur friend to die?
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MARTY
What?

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
I said, do you really want your dinosaur friend to die?

MARTY
Are you...

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
Quiet.

MARTY tries to speak, but 
cannot make a sound.

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
I have the power of my mind. And you have your sword.

HOLLY releases MARTY from 
silence.

MARTY
My what?

MARTY raises his arm to 
find that he is, indeed, 
holding a sword.

MARTY
Whoa.

HOLLY
Let's go.

MARTY
And rescue Transom.

HOLLY
All wrongs reversed.
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MARTY
Okay. All wrongs reversed!

The exit.

Lights transition to RUS-
SELL and TRANSOM.

TRANSOM
I can't believe you cut my hair.

RUSSELL
It's just hair! Calm down! Now he knows I'm serious! That I 
won't mess around!

TRANSOM
The hair that we're born with is the only hair that we've 
got.

RUSSELL
Please! Quiet! I've have mischief to plot! I'll concoct it 
especially for Marty, my friend. Only in tears can this 
battle end. I'll send armies of vermin! Skunks, locusts and 
frogs! Armadillos with antlers! Horses with hogs! They'll 
"nay" and they'll "oink." They'll stink and they'll "croak!"
Try laughing now, Marty! This isn't a joke! By the end of 
this battle—it could take us years—one of us, just one of 
us, will end up in tears!

TRANSOM
You don't have armadillos with antlers.

RUSSELL
Don't I?

An armadillo with antlers 
crosses the stage while 
RUSSELL laughs. TRANSOM's 
head lowers.
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Lights transition to HOLLY
and MARTY hacking their 
way through the darkness. 
The sound of locusts and 
frogs can be heard.

MARTY
What's that smell.

HOLLY
I think it's a skunk.

MARTY
That's so gross.

HOLLY
You want Transom back, don't you?

MARTY
I'd do anything for my friend.

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
Watch out!

MARTY
What was that!

HOLLY
A locust.

MARTY
What do I do?

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
On your right. Now!

MARTY swings right. A lo-
cust dies.

MARTY
Whoa.
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HOLLY
Russell.

MARTY
How do you know?

HOLLY
Look at the footprint it left behind.

MARTY
Russell. What's he trying to do?

HOLLY
He wants to hurt you, and your friend.

MARTY
Well we're not going to let that happen.

HOLLY
No. We're not.

The sound of an armadillo 
with antlers.

MARTY
What was that?

HOLLY
New creature combination: Armadillo with antlers.

MARTY closes his eyes.

MARTY
Tell me where to swing my sword.

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
It's moving so fast.

They dodge attacks a cou-
ple of times.
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HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
In front of you! Now!

MARTY strikes down and 
slays the antlered ar-
madillo.

HOLLY
Great work. Just look at it.

MARTY
He's some sort of crazy scientist.

HOLLY
Camera and GPS. See?

MARTY
He knows we're coming.

Lights shift to RUSSELL 
and TRANSOM.

RUSSELL
He's just outside! No!

TRANSOM
You'll never defeat Marty.

RUSSELL
I've got one more trick up my sleeve.

RUSSELL pulls out a large 
pair of boots and puts 
them on.

RUSSELL
Or on my feet anyway. I'll crush both of their tiny little 
heads!

Enter MARTY and HOLLY.

554



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

HOLLY
Watch out for his boots.

TRANSOM
Marty!

MARTY
Hello, Russell. I've come to stop you.

RUSSELL
This can only end in tears.

MARTY
This will end in victory.

RUSSELL
Brought your friend along, I see. I'll crush you both. Have 
you seen my new shoes?

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
Step right.

MARTY steps out of the 
way, narrowly missing RUS-
SELL's kick.

RUSSELL
You've brought your "A" game again, I see. But grades won't 
help you here.

MARTY
Why are you so mean!

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
Left, quickly!

MARTY avoids another kick.

RUSSELL
Why are you so nice to everyone.
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MARTY
I'd be nice to you too if you'd keep your feet off of my 
head.

RUSSELL
Think fast!

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
He's—!

RUSSELL knocks down HOLLY 
and puts a boot on her 
head.

MARTY
No!

TRANSOM
You can do it, Marty!

MARTY
I can do this!

Lights flash. TRANSOM, the
actor, is replaced by 
TRANSOM the prop. The 
sword becomes a spoon. It 
is the playground again.

MARTY
Stop it, Russell. You're being mean.

HOLLY
And what are you going to do about it?

MARTY
I'm going to give you a hug.

MARTY goes towards RUSSELL
for a hug.
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RUSSELL
Maybe... I don't want a hug. Maybe I don't want one.

MARTY
You're hurting Holly.

HOLLY
Ouch.

RUSSELL
Well...

MARTY hugs RUSSELL. HOLLY 
gets off of the ground.

HOLLY
What are you doing?

RUSSELL
I'm sorry. Everyone likes you and they call me slow.

HOLLY
You're very fast.

MARTY
How else could you get two people's heads under your feet?

RUSSELL
You can have your dinosaur back now. I'm sorry.

MARTY
Thanks Russell. Wanna sit next to us tomorrow?

HOLLY
Marty!

RUSSELL
In the front?

MARTY
Yeah.
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RUSSELL
Sure.

HOLLY
Yeah, Russell, you can sit with us. Just don't...

RUSSELL
I won't.

HOLLY
Okay.

MARTY
Okay.

MARTY picks up TRANSOM and
his spoon. Smile.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

MARTY A boy with a spoon.

RUSTELLA A bigger boy with a cape.

TRANSOM A small, stuffed dinosaur.

HOLLY A girl with a power.
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MARTY, holding a spoon and
a small stuffed dinosaur, 
stares at the ground ro-
tating from right to left.

MARTY
This is the part of the day I like the best, Transom. Even 
though we're on our way home from school, and that doesn't 
take very long, it's so much better than being around 
Rustella. She's so mean! I didn't use to be afraid of 
anything, especially girls that are so short, but she gets 
on everyone's nerves. (Pause.)
You're right. I should stop talking about her. You're going 
to be a hit at show and tell tomorrow! And anyway, this is 
the best part of the day. The part where we are lifted up on
wings! When anything is possible. When dinosaurs like you 
can fly!

MARTY throws the doll off-
stage.

MARTY
Wow! You really flew far this time!

Enter TRANSOM, in actor 
form, carrying the doll 
and dusting himself off.

TRANSOM
Only because I didn't put on my landing gear! I haven't 
flown since yesterday. Things are a little rusty.

MARTY
Don't use that word. But you flew so far!

TRANSOM
Thank you, Marty! The next time I consider flying I might 
just need a co-pilot. Might a certain buddy of mine be up 
for the job?
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MARTY
You know it!

TRANSOM
Tailspin!

TRANSOM turns in a circle,
giving MARTY a high-five 
with his tail.

MARTY
You're my best friend, Transom.

TRANSOM
I consider it an honor. You are also my best friend.

MARTY
What could be wrong? You just flew! And you're hanging out 
with your best friend!

MARTY holds a hand aloft 
for a tailspin to no 
avail.

TRANSOM
I saw what happened on the playground today.

MARTY
Oh.

TRANSOM
Rustella is really mean. Her boots are some kind of weapon 
surely, as I can't believe that someone of her size and 
stature requires such large footwear.

MARTY
You saw that, huh?

TRANSOM
You mean her foot smashing your face into the playground? 
Yes. It looked painful.
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MARTY
It was! Oh! It was so painful, Transom!

TRANSOM
And that other girl —

MARTY
What other girl?

TRANSOM
Under her other boot.

MARTY
Holly. Yeah. Rustella thinks that Holly is too tall.

TRANSOM
Rustella has issues. I think she needs a friend.

MARTY
She doesn't want any friends.

TRANSOM
Everyone wants friends. You know, when I was in school —

MARTY
Dinosaurs had schools?

TRANSOM
— of course we did! You can learn all about it via a 
historical documentary on VHS! I'm surprised. What kind of 
education are you getting these days? A dino named Rex used 
to terrorize our playground.

MARTY
What did you do?

TRANSOM
Nothing! Oh, we were so afraid and he was so mean. No one 
wanted to talk to him at all. He had more of a biting 
problem than a stomping problem, but it amounted to pain all
the same.
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MARTY
He bit you?

TRANSOM
Oh, yeah. I mean one time I was just covered in blood—I mean
there was a trail of it from the playground to my doorstep—
absolutelly covered in —

MARTY
That's kinda gross.

TRANSOM
Are you okay?

MARTY
Thinking about bl... uh, it makes me a little light headed 
is all.

TRANSOM
Well, he was our bully and it turned out he just needed a 
friend.

MARTY
Really?

TRANSOM
He didn't have a great home life. What do you know about 
Rustella?

MARTY
That she hates people.

TRANSOM
Well I could have told you that.

MARTY looking out at audi-
ence. TRANSOM and doll be-
hind. During this mono-
logue Rustella, in cape 
and goggles, steals TRAN-
SOMs.
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MARTY
I don't know. I mean, she's a really tiny girl—no taller 
than this—and she's got pigtails, prefers pink, and wears 
glasses. You can hear her coming from a mile away because of
the big boots she always wears. It doesn't matter—hallways, 
grassy fields, snow-covered meadows, or concrete sidewalks—
you can always hear her coming. But she's so fast. Boot to 
head speed has to be under a second. Pain: unbearable. I 
mean —

MARTY turns around.

MARTY
Transom? Hey Transom! Where'd you fly off to friend?

MARTY kneels down and 
touches the ground.

MARTY
Footprints. Oh no! Rustella! What am I gonna do for show and
tell!

BLACKOUT.

RUSTELLA standing in front
of a chained up TRANSOM 
and doll.

RUSTELLA
Haha! Ha! Ha! Hahaha! Hahahahaha! Marty has felt the sting 
of these boots but taking you, his dinosaur friend, will be 
the stake in his heart! The tumor in his brain! The... deep 
cut in his throat! The wart... inoperable and deadly... on 
his foot!

TRANSOM
You are so evil.

RUSTELLA
Bullies aren't evil. He'll learn about failure. Bullies are 
reality. We are a wakeup call for the rest of the sorry 
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losers to get their acts together. We're preparation for the
real world. We give free education to those who need it 
most.

TRANSOM
You're evil, plain and simple.

RUSTELLA
Would an evil princess give so much of herself? And for 
free? I think not! I'm a part of the system—one of the many 
applications on your mobile digitial device—you can't live 
without me.

TRANSOM
You're a virus.

RUSTELLA
Have you ever seen a virus? They're quite beautiful close 
up. Like art. Microscopes are required to see my beauty. 
Only those who look close enough can truly see.

TRANSOM
I'm pretty close up.

RUSTELLA
And?

TRANSOM
You just look sad.

RUSTELLA
Enough!

RUSTELLA attacks TRANSOM. 
BLACKOUT.

MARTY kicking the ground 
aimlessly onstage and 
swinging his spoon like a 
sword. Enter HOLLY.

566



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

HOLLY
What are you doing over there?

MARTY
Mourning my life. Contemplating unhappiness.

HOLLY
What's wrong? Hey! Rustella isn't even in school today. Want
to play on the swings?

MARTY
Rustella isn't in school because she stole my dinosaur.

HOLLY
Your dinosaur.

MARTY
Transom. He's always with me. I was going to bring him for 
show and tell tomorrow.

HOLLY
Oh, yeah: that.

MARTY
What?

HOLLY
Rustella calls it your dolly.

MARTY
Well she calls you a tally.

HOLLY
Fine!

MARTY
Wait! Wait! I'm sorry. Come back. I'm just not feeling well.

HOLLY
I'm sorry you're not feeling well. That's no excuse though.
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MARTY
It isn't.

A change occurs. HOLLY 
speaks with her mind.

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
Then let's go rescue your dinosaur.

MARTY
What?

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
Raise your sword and lead the way.

MARTY
My sword?

MARTY raises his spoon. It
has changed into a sword.

MARTY
Whoa.

HOLLY
Are you ready? 

MARTY
Were you just talking with your mind?

HOLLY
Quickly, there isn't much time. The science fair is 
tomorrow.

They exit. The sound of a 
crow.

RUSTELLA peering over a 
sleeping TRANSOM. She 
wakes TRANSOM with a kick 
to the ribs.

568



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

TRANSOM
Ow!

RUSTELLA
Hahaha! Ha! Haha! Ha!

TRANSOM
You're so mean, but Marty will rescue me.

RUSTELLA
Marty? Please! Don't make me laugh again. Hahaha! Ha! Ha!

TRANSOM
That's what best friends do. Don't you have any friends?

RUSTELLA
Of course I do!

Enter a pony with the head
of a lion.

TRANSOM
What is that?

RUSTELLA
A plion! Pony body, lion head. Deadly.

TRANSOM
You're an evil scientist!

RUSTELLA
What will Ms. Montgomery say about my "F'' in biological 
science now? Tomorrow would be my day in the sun if I cared 
about school!

TRANSOM
Clearly you should have received an "A.'' That's plain to 
see. 

RUSTELLA
I'm sure she'll come around once she meets my plion!
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TRANSOM
Perhaps it should be called a ponion. I mean, there is far 
more pony than lion in your current design. 

RUSTELLA
The pony parts are simply there to lure unsuspecting morons 
into the lion's mouth. How do you not get this? "Ponion?'' 
Please. That's about as scary as an onion.

TRANSOM
Who tells puns. (Pause.)
Get it?

RUSTELLA
Oh, I get it all right. I get it. But you get this: Marty's 
head will be the feast for my plion! And you—you Transom—
will cry like an onion!

TRANSOM
Can I at least have a knife to cut the onion?

RUSTELLA
What?

TRANSOM
Onions make you cry when you cut them. I don't know why, but
I won't cry unless I have a knife to cut them.

RUSTELLA
Unstable sulfur when you cut through the onion, mixing the—I
know all about it dragon.

TRANSOM
Dinosaur.

RUSTELLA
Whatever. I'm talking about you crying when I rid the world 
of Marty.

TRANSOM
Oh. (Pause.) Well could I have a knife anyway? For the 
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onion.

RUSTELLA
Sure. After I send my plion's to get Marty! Away!

Blackout. The sound of 
hundreds of plions gallop-
ing/roaring through the 
darkness. An owl.

Moonlight. Marty and Holly
in the woods. Branches 
break underfoot.

MARTY
What's that?

HOLLY
Just an owl.

MARTY
Sure sounded scary.

A MOWL—man body/owl head—
walks into view from be-
hind.

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
Behind you.

MARTY
What?

Mowl hoots, loudly, and 
attacks.

MARTY
What the—what is that?

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
It's saying it's "Mowl.''
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MARTY
What do I —

HOLLY (VOICE-OVER)
Swing left!

MARTY does. The MOWL ex-
pires.

MARTY
Where did that come from?

HOLLY
Rustella.

MARTY
She got an "F'' in our science class.

HOLLY
She always said she didn't deserve it. Maybe —

MARTY
She's trying to kill us.

HOLLY
You want to turn back now? She still has Transom.

MARTY
No, I just —

HOLLY
Don't be afraid.

MARTY
This is something out of a scary book without pictures. You 
know, the ones that —

HOLLY
I know. Why are you sitting down.
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MARTY
I'm tired and scared.

HOLLY
Of what? The dark? A human body with an owl head?

MARTY
Failing.

HOLLY
Well you'll surely fail if you just sit there.

MARTY
Yeah, but —

HOLLY
Get up! Put in the effort. Do your best. Save your friend! 
That's what you've got to do Marty. That's the only option 
you have. If you fail, then fail big.

MARTY
You're intimidating.

HOLLY
Better than being —

A PLION roars in the dis-
tance.

MARTY
A lion?

HOLLY
Another experiment of Rustella's. Over here, quick, I see a 
door.

Sound of a door opening. 
Lights up on RUSTELLA and 
TRANSOM. RUSTELLA gives 
TRANSOM an onion and a 
knife.
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RUSTELLA
Did you hear that?

TRANSOM
What?

RUSTELLA
They made it to the castle. My Mowl! No! It must be dead. I 
was going to show that teacher a thing or two at the science
fair. Oh! I'm so mad!

TRANSOM
I told you Marty would rescue me.

RUSTELLA
Why don't you just cut your onion and cry!

A door opens. MARTY and 
HOLLY enter.

MARTY
Rustella!

RUSTELLA
Marty!

HOLLY
Rustella!

RUSTELLA
Holly?

TRANSOM, using the knife 
to free himself, arises 
quickly.

TRANSOM
Rustella!

RUSTELLA
Transom! How did you get out.
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TRANSOM
I used the knife as a method of escape instead of a stepping
stone towards tears.

RUSTELLA
Plion! Where's my plion?

HOLLY
Lying safely outside.

MARTY
Tied to a tree.

RUSTELLA
No! This isn't how it's supposed to go! I hate you, Marty! I
hate you too, Holly! I'm indifferent about the dinosaur.

TRANSOM
I'm touched.

RUSTELLA
But the two of you have ruined my life.

TRANSOM whispers into 
Marty's ear.

HOLLY
You've ruined our lives! Do you know how much work it took 
fix my hair after you stepped on my head every day?

RUSTELLA
Well I was sick of looking up at everyone!

MARTY
Hey. Hey, Rustella. Hey, how'd you make the plion?

RUSTELLA
Leave me alone.

MARTY
Transom was just telling me about it. Transom really liked 
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it. How did you do it? It's amazing. Are you going to bring 
it to the science fair?

RUSTELLA
I don't know. I was thinking about it I guess.

MARTY
You really should.

HOLLY
Marty!

MARTY
Shh! I'm sorry we hurt your Mowl.

RUSTELLA
Can't blame you really. I sent it to kill you.

MARTY
Yeah! Ha! Um... that wasn't so cool.

RUSTELLA
Sorry about that. It's just —

MARTY
Let's bring your plion to the science fair. 

HOLLY
Marty!

MARTY
And you can sit with Holly and Me —

TRANSOM
And me!

MARTY
And Transom at lunch tomorrow.

RUSTELLA
You mean it?
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RUSTELLA stands up. TRAN-
SOM returns to a stuffed 
animal. The sword to a 
spoon.

RUSTELLA
I don't have any friends.

HOLLY
That's because you tried to kill us.

RUSTELLA
I'm sorry. 

MARTY
Here's your plion.

MARTY pulls a leash. A cat
in a costume is on the 
other end.

HOLLY
That really will be great for show and tell.

RUSTELLA
Thanks. She's not that dangerous.

MARTY
We know.

Blackout. Scary cat 
shriek.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

MARTY A boy with a spoon.

RUSSELL A bigger boy with a cape.

TRANSOM A small, stuffed dinosaur.

HOLLY A girl with a power.
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At rise five characters 
stand behind five chairs 
going from left to right 
across the stage. They re-
main there throughout the 
play. All props are either
pantomimed or done with 
one of the chairs. MARTY 
comes downstage.

MARTY
What a terrible day! Can you believe how terrible it is? At 
least it's over. I'm on my way home now with my trusty 
friend Transom. He's a lovable dinosaur. He keeps me company
when I'm down and not feeling well. I suppose all of you are
making fun of me, huh? Whispering to each other about me 
being a big nerd! Well, I know you all have a special friend
of your own you turn to in times of trouble. You don't tell 
anyone about your friend but they keep you safe when the 
night light is off... and maybe even when it's on. Well my 
friend is Transom, the lovable dinosaur. And Transom likes 
to fly!

MARTY throws the imaginary
Transom offstage. TRANSOM 
the actor enters from be-
hind the chairs.

MARTY
Transom! Come back!

TRANSOM
Hello, Marty!

MARTY
Why the sad look? You flew farther than I've ever seen 
anyone fly!

TRANSOM
Your terrible day, Marty. I saw what happened. I saw Rusty 
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with his big boot —

MARTY
— I don't want to talk about it!

TRANSOM
Well, you've got to talk about it.

MARTY
Well I don't want to.

TRANSOM
It's got to stop, Marty. You've got to tell someone. 

MARTY
I'm embarrassed. 

TRANSOM
I understand, but it's only going to get worse. He had his 
foot on your head today—pushing your head into the ground—
and that other girl too —

MARTY
Holly.

TRANSOM
It's about more than you now. You can't let —

MARTY
— Don't say his name! —

TRANSOM
Rusty! Rusty! Rusty! You can't let Rusty—literally—walk all 
over you and others. The first step is talking about it.

MARTY
To who?

TRANSOM
Your parents. Your teachers —
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MARTY
I'll talk to you, okay?

TRANSOM
That's a start.

MARTY
Well that's the only start you're gonna get. It's 
embarrassing, Transom. 

TRANSOM
You don't think I've been embarrassed? All the time. That's 
what happened to me in the cretaceous period.

MARTY
Whatever. You're so much older than me. 

TRANSOM
Finish your yogurt?

MARTY
Yeah. 

TRANSOM
Well then: get to talking.

MARTY
What am I supposed to say?

TRANSOM
You're not supposed to say anything. You're just supposed to
talk.

MARTY walks downstage. 
Spotlight. Solo. TRANSOM 
is lit as a silhouette.

MARTY
Well, it all started when I was three. 
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The following is done in 
silhouette. Puppets? Peo-
ple? Projection? You de-
cide. TRANSOM remains 
clearly separated from 
these visual depictions.

MARTY
Minding my own business on the playground. It was the first 
day I had you, Transom. Mom and just gotten you for me. I 
loved you. I loved you so much. We'd just moved to town—a 
long way—and I was just happy to see a playground again. I 
didn't want to play though because I had you. It didn't 
matter though. Marty already had his sights on me for one 
reason or another. But I couldn't have my sights on him at 
all.

The sound and visual of 
sand flying into our 
hero's face. The dumb show
goes black. The real TRAN-
SOM silhouette now has a 
guest silhouette creeping 
slowly towards him: RUS-
SELL.

MARTY
Then, when I was eight—RUSSELL was bigger than me—he came up
behind me and put a frog down my back. Was it funny? I guess
it was. I danced and giggled—because it was tickling me—but 
at the end of the day it wouldn't have been anything to fuss
about except, well, Russell knew I was allergic to frogs. I 
blew up like a balloon and had to be rushed to the emergency
room. Apparently I even died, technically, but my Mom says 
I'm "a fighter.''

The dumb show goes dark 
again. RUSSELL, in the 
darkness, steals the real 
TRANSOM silhouette and 
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they disappear. MARTY con-
tinues telling stories. 
Lights to normal.

MARTY
And then, you know—today!—Russell had Holly and me under his
big boots, in tears, crying and trying not to eat the dirt 
beneath his shoes. You know, I've never understood why he's 
so mean. I just don't get it at all. You've always been the 
one to console me: every time. Without fail. I'm so glad 
that you're my friend, Transom.

MARTY turns around. TRAN-
SOM is gone.

MARTY
Transom? Hey Transom! Where did you go you big goof! What's 
that smell? Footprints! They're so big. They're so... 
Russell! No!

Sound of lightening takes 
us into and out of black. 
We return to RUSSELL's 
dungeon. Transom is held 
captive by a clever ar-
rangement of chairs and 
the imagination.

TRANSOM
Let me free!

RUSSELL
Free? What's that? Why so snooty? And dear me, such dry 
skin. What's wrong, Transom? The dungeon life doesn't suit 
your fragile frame? Please. These accommodations are 
practically modern. 

TRANSOM
You'll never get what you want!
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RUSSELL
That rather depends on what I want, doesn't it? Or, rather, 
what you imagine that I want. Isn't that right? Doesn't that
carry more meaning? Oh! I've just worked my thoughts into a 
knot. Do help me get them out.

TRANSOM
Untie me!

RUSSELL
Not the greatest transition, Dino, but it will do. How's 
this: "No.'' Too quaint. Too short. Aha! Did you actually 
think I'd let you go without something in return. 

TRANSOM
Just what do you want?

RUSSELL
A ransom for Transom. It's got a ring to it, doesn't it? 
Don't you think. It rhymes, and as much as I hate rhyming it
seems rather appropriate. Renumeration for years of abuse at
the hands of that horrid Marty. 

TRANSOM
Marty never did anything to you. It was all you! He's told 
me the stories. I was even there!

RUSSELL
Dear me. We will have our hands full with you, won't we? 
Well, the shackles remain then. I was hoping we could chat 
as equals over tea. Perhaps play a game of chess if you 
could approximate an opposable thumb out of one or your 
fingers to move the pieces. All of that, however, assumes 
that you have the brain power to play the game. I'm not 
judging! No no! But, you know, you let extinction get the 
best of you and your friends. I'd have at least had the 
courtesy to try to live. But, to each their own. It's the 
modern age, right? 

TRANSOM
You're evil! Let me go!
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RUSSELL
Ha ha! Oh no!

Blackout. The sound of 
swings creaking in the 
breeze. We rise to see 
HOLLY and MARTY sitting on
chairs "swinging.''

HOLLY
My face hurts, Marty.

MARTY
Mine too.

HOLLY
I don't want to do anything.

MARTY
We've got to. He stole my dinosaur.

HOLLY
I'm kind of scared of Russell. Aren't you?

MARTY
Yeah. I'm really scared of him.

HOLLY
It was just a doll after all.

MARTY
A doll? That doll—Transom—Transom got me through so many 
rough times. Without Transom... I don't even know.

A change of immense impor-
tance.

HOLLY
So are you ready to slay the mighty Russell?
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MARTY
What?

HOLLY
Are you ready to raise your mighty sword and smite the evil 
overlord? Reclaim your dinosaur?

MARTY
My mighty sword?

MARTY raises his hand to 
reveal a large sword.

MARTY
Whoa...

HOLLY
Let's go.

MARTY
Okay.

HOLLY
No. Wait. They've come to us.

MARTY
What has?

HOLLY
Something unpleasant. Something unreal. Something from 
storybooks, fiction, or...

MARTY
... or what?

A large "moo'' udders 
forth as a human with a 
cow head enters the stage.

MARTY
A cow man?
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HOLLY
That's not just a —

MARTY
— is it dangerous.

HOLLY
It's like a —

MARTY
— like a what? It's just a cow head on a slow-moving human. 

HOLLY
Mad Cow Disease!

MARTY
What does that mean?

HOLLY
It's a hybrid cow-man zombie!

The cow zombie lets loose 
another "moo'' and walks 
slowly towards the two he-
roes, arms aloft.

MARTY
Ah! What do we do?

HOLLY
Don't let it touch you!

MARTY
I'll use my sword!

HOLLY
Didn't work. You've got to —

MARTY swiftly removes the 
cow-headed zombie's head. 
It falls to the ground.
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MARTY
Eww!

HOLLY
Ditto.

MARTY
Let's go!

Transition to RUSSELL and 
TRANSOM. Same as before.

RUSSELL
Oh pity! The Moo-Zombie died.

TRANSOM
It was a disgusting creature.

RUSSELL
How quick we are to judge, especially being a recent 
reinvention yourself. The Moo-Zombie didn't belong to this 
age any less than you, Mr. Dinosaur. In fact, now that I 
think about it, he clearly belonged more. He was not a mere 
relic of the past, but a reinvention for the future. The 
differences are striking when you sit and —

Enter MARTY and HOLLY.

TRANSOM
— Marty!

RUSSELL
Marty!

MARTY
Transom!

HOLLY
Russell!
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TRANSOM
See Russell?

MARTY
We killed your zombie cow.

RUSSELL
I already knew that, thank you very much.

HOLLY
And now we're here to kill you!

MARTY
Seriously?

TRANSOM
Marty would never kill anyone. 

HOLLY
Oh. I'm sorry. I just thought—I mean you decapitated that 
zombie-cow-thing and, well —

MARTY
No, I get it.

RUSSELL
He has a very threatening stance right now. Would you mind 
adjusting a bit, Marty, I don't want your pants to split 
right down the middle. That can happen when you're postured 
so —

MARTY
— give me back my dinosaur.

RUSSELL
Certainly.

TRANSOM rises and joines 
MARTY.
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MARTY
Um. Thank you.

TRANSOM
That's it? What about the ransom?

MARTY
Ransom for what?

RUSSELL
A ransom for Transom. It just sounded good. Whatever. Take 
your leave.

MARTY
How much did he want for you?

TRANSOM
I have no idea.

HOLLY
It must have been a lot.

TRANSOM
Thank you, Holly.

MARTY
How much did you want?

RUSSELL
You intend to meet my demands? Even when your sword 
threatens to penetrate my throat?

MARTY
I just want to know, okay.

RUSSELL
I wanted...

HOLLY
He can't even bring himself to say it.

591



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

RUSSELL
I wanted your friendships. All of you. Together. I've been 
envious for years. When you're pegged as a troublemaker and 
a nuisance there's not much you can do about it at a young 
age. Those things stick with you as you progress through the
years at the same school. No escaping the past.

TRANSOM the actor turns 
into TRANSOM the stuffed 
dinosaur.

RUSSELL
It always catches up with you in one way or another, though.

MARTY
But those things you did to me!

HOLLY
And me!

RUSSELL
I know, and I'm sorry. I'd given up hope that I could be 
your friends. I thought a ransom was my best bet. A ransom 
for Transom. It's funny now that I think about it. It really
is, isn't it. Such a sad life to have lived. And Marty, I 
never knew about your frog allergy. I was gone from school 
the day the announcement was made.

HOLLY
But you stepped on our heads.

RUSSELL
For that, again, I am so —

MARTY
— sit with us.

HOLLY
What?
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MARTY
Tomorrow at lunch. What do you say?

RUSSELL
I —

HOLLY
— just don't step on anybody's head.

RUSSELL
I'd be honored and... well, thank you!

MARTY
See you tomorrow, Russell.

RUSSELL
Yes. Friends. Thank you.

MARTY
Come on, Transom.

MARTY picks up the TRANSOM
doll and exits with HOLLY.
RUSSELL smiles.

END OF PLAY
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Dramatis Personae

MARTY A boy with a spoon.

RUSSELL A bigger boy with a cape.

TRANSOM A small, stuffed dinosaur.

HOLLY A girl with a power.
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MARTY
Everybody needs friends.

MARTY hugs RUSSELL. Black-
out.
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Moreway57

Lights up. Same actors 
present. No longer hug-
ging.

RUSSELL
I'm sorry I did those mean things to you. I don't know what 
I was thinking. I didn't fit in. No one liked me. I guess I 
just started playing the villian. It seemed like a match.

MARTY
I'm sorry too. I wasn't perfect. I made mistakes. I wasn't 
nice to you. I was part of the problem, not part of the 
solution. 

MARTY and RUSSELL hug. 
Blackout.

57 Plies: Complete bend of knees
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Slow Stretch58

MARTY and TRANSOM, at op-
posite ends of the stage, 
laughing while moving in 
slow motion towards one 
another. Arms out-
stretched, ready for a 
huge hug. Suddenly, RUS-
SELL comes from behind 
TRANSOM and knocks the di-
nosaur out with a huge 
shovel. MARTY slows. RUS-
SELL carries TRANSOM away.
MARTY stands still, mo-
tionless, for an extended 
period of time. —- Black-
out.

58 Tendues: SLOW: Stretch and point the foot.
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Quick Stretch59

Repeat of the previous 
scene at full speed, with 
sounds: breathing, pant-
ing, crying, striking, 
etc. MARTY's stillness, 
for an extended period of 
time, remains the same 
length—actual stage time—
as before.

59 Tendues: FAST: Stretch and point the foot.
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Airborne60

MARTY holding a small, 
stuffed, TRANSOM doll.

MARTY
Transom, I wish I could fly like you.

MARTY throws the TRANSOM 
doll offstage. Another, 
identical TRANSOM doll 
flies on from the opposite
side of the stage—think 
the game PORTAL, maybe?—
and during MARTY's lines 
towards the direction he 
threw the doll, RUSSELL 
picks up the TRANSOM doll 
behind MARTY's back.

MARTY
You flew so far! I wish I could fly like you. You're my best
friend, Transom! You're my best friend in the whole wide 
world! I don't know what I'd do if I didn't have you in my 
life! I love you, Transom! (Pause.)
Transom? Come back! We'll play hide and seek later. Transom?

MARTY leaves the stage. At
the same time, RUSSELL and
the TRANSOM doll leave the
opposite side. Blackout.

60 Degage—faster, foot off of floor
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A Grounded Strike61

RUSSELL standing behind 
TRANSOM, watching the ac-
tor in the dinosaur cos-
tume dig a "hole'' in the 
stage with a shovel. Heavy
sounds of shovels striking
the hard ground, rustling 
the soil, disturbing the 
Earth.

RUSSELL
Keep digging, Dino.

TRANSOM
My name is Transom, Russell. Transom.

RUSSELL
Your name is dead.

TRANSOM
I've had friends that have been dead for years. Centuries. 
Entire eras.

RUSSELL
Less talk and more digging.

TRANSOM
You're going to bury me here?

RUSSELL
No questions, "dead name.'' Keep digging.

TRANSOM continues to dig. 
The sound grows. Rhythm. 
Repetition. Tedium... 
Blackout.

61 Frappe—involves "striking'' the floor with the foot
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Rotations62

HOLLY and RUSSELL mimic 
each others half-move-
ments, back and forth.

HOLLY
Russell attacked me.

MARTY
Russell also attacked me.

HOLLY
He stepped on my head.

MARTY
And nearly crushed my skull.

HOLLY
I was crying.

MARTY
I was crying.

HOLLY
The tears mixed with the ground.

MARTY
Turning the fertile soil to mud.

HOLLY
Heavy boots

MARTY
Always hovering overhead.

HOLLY
It's just so —

62 Ronds de jambe a terre—moving leg around in semicircle on the floor, warming hips.
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MARTY
— Russell stole my friend Transom. He's holding him captive.
A ransom for Transom. Perhaps he's already gone...

Lights flash. A seamless 
transition to:
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The Bend63

HOLLY balances on one leg 
and closes her eyes. She 
speaks as someone else.

HOLLY
Raise your sword.

MARTY
I will raise my sword.

MARTY is now holding a 
huge sword.

HOLLY
It is time to —

MARTY
Run.

HOLLY
It is time to —

MARTY
Jump.

HOLLY
It is time to —

MARTY
Save my friend Transom from the evil villian Russell!

HOLLY
No mountain is —

MARTY
Too high.

63 Fondue—bending & straightening both legs, one leg held in the air.
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HOLLY
No sea is —

MARTY
Too wide.

HOLLY
No distance is—

MARTY
Too far for me to travel in service of a lifelong friend.

HOLLY opens her eyes, low-
ers her leg, and returns 
to the moment.

HOLLY
Let's —

MARTY
Go.

HOLLY and MARTY run off-
stage. Blackout.
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Battles64

An actor wearing an animal
head stands firmly on one 
side of the stage. TRANSOM
and RUSSELL look on.

RUSSELL
Aloft!

The animal/actor raises a 
leg in the air and begins 
to turn slowly on one 
foot.

TRANSOM
What are you doing?

RUSSELL
Want to go back into that hole in the ground? Quiet! You'll 
see.

The animal/actor continues
to move in this manner 
across the stage. Enter 
MARTY and HOLLY from the 
other side.

HOLLY
Look out!

MARTY
What is it?

HOLLY
Some sort of sick creation from the cabinet of Dr. 
Russellini. 

64 Adage—involve holding working leg in air for a while, strengthen muscles of stomach, back and legs.
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MARTY
It doesn't look threatening.

HOLLY
Only one way to find out.

MARTY and HOLLY approach 
the animal/actor.

TRANSOM
What is it going to do?

RUSSELL
Patience, dear Dino.

The animal/actor slows and
pauses, still balancing on
one leg, and looks at 
MARTY and HOLLY.

MARTY
We're not going to hurt you.

HOLLY
We're looking for a dinosaur named Transom.

A seamless transition to:
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A Grand Finale65

The animal/actor begins to
kick their legs high into 
the air and back down. 
High into the air and back
down. It is controlled, 
but frightening. The ani-
mal/actor enters the space
of MARTY and HOLLY. They 
are forced to retreat.

TRANSOM
Marty! Run!

MARTY
Transom? Transom?

HOLLY
Look out, Marty!

MARTY is kicked in the 
face by the animal/actor.

RUSSELL
You'll never see your dinsoaur again!

HOLLY
Get up, Marty! Swing!

MARTY swings his sword, 
cutting the animal/actor 
to the ground.

HOLLY
Let's get him.

65 Grand Battements (or "Big Beats'')—big kicks that dancers do.
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RUSSELL
Oh no!

MARTY
We've got you now, Russell! What do you have to say for 
yourself?

RUSSELL
I'm sorry I did those mean things to you. I don't know what 
I was thinking. I didn't fit in. No one liked me. I guess I 
just started playing the villian. It seemed like a match.

MARTY
I'm sorry too. I wasn't perfect. I made mistakes. I wasn't 
nice to you. I was part of the problem, not part of the 
solution. Everybody needs friends.

MARTY hugs RUSSELL. Fade 
to black.

TRANSOM
But he made me dig a hole in the ground... I've got very 
short arms... it wasn't nice at all and...

END OF PLAY
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Backyard Swords 5.4

by: Kyle Reynolds Conway

♥ COPYING IS AN ACT OF LOVE. PLEASE COPY AND SHARE.

Text © 2011 KYLE REYNOLDS CONWAY
under a Creative Commons Attribution Share Alike (3.0) 
license.
http://www.awequest.com
Cover image © 2011 Erich Thielenhaus
under a Creative Commons Attribution Share Alike (3.0) 
license.
https://theboomflash.wordpress.com
Copyheart: http://copyheart.org
Creative Commons: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
sa/3.0/
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Dramatis Personae

MARTY A boy with a spoon.

RUSSELL A bigger boy with a cape.

TRANSOM A small, stuffed dinosaur.

HOLLY A girl with a power.
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HOLLY
Why are you so mean!

HOLLY
You can do it, Holly!

TRANSOM
Well...

RUSSELL
It's true, but I have a plan. A ransom for Russell—he'll 
meet my demands! I'll buy love with the money, respect and 
some gold. I'll make friends and not enemies.  Be warm and 
not cold. Perceptions will alter when they see me for me.

RUSSELL
I'd do anything for my friend.

HOLLY
What are you doing?

MARTY
Watch out!

TRANSOM
Why are you so nice to everyone.

Enter Russell and Marty.

TRANSOM
I hate that Marty! He’s always such a smarty! Pleasing the 
teachers—he sits in first row. From the back the board is 
blurry—and they say that I’m slow. So I pummel and pound 
him! I step on his face. A teacher’s pet deserves daily 
playground disgrace.

RUSSELL
Don't I?
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HOLLY
It's true, but I have a plan. A ransom for Marty—he'll meet 
my demands! I'll buy love with the money, respect and some 
gold. I'll make friends and not enemies.  Be warm and not 
cold. Perceptions will alter when they see me for me.

HOLLY
I've got one more trick up my sleeve.

TRANSOM
Under Marty's boot.

The sound of an armadillo 
with antlers.

MARTY
Okay.

Transom releases Transom 
from silence.

MARTY
Only because you're such a great thrower!

TRANSOM
I'm coming. I'm coming! My wings got stuck.

The sound of an armadillo 
with antlers.

RUSSELL
You can do it, Russell!

HOLLY
In front of you! Now!

MARTY
It's a tower, be quiet. A fort and a fortress. From up here 
I'll plot Russell's demise.
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RUSSELL
Okay.

RUSSELL
Okay.

MARTY
Now I don't have anyone to talk to. 

MARTY
I'm glad you think so.

MARTY
I'm glad you think so.

RUSSELL
Only because you're such a great thrower!

TRANSOM
Yeah.

TRANSOM
Okay.

RUSSELL
What are you doing?

HOLLY
Whoa.

An armadillo with antlers 
crosses the stage while 
Marty laughs. Russell's 
head lowers.

TRANSOM
Step right.

HOLLY
Please! Quiet! I've have mischief to plot! I'll concoct it 
especially for Holly, my friend. Only in tears can this 
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battle end. I'll send armies of vermin! Skunks, locusts and 
frogs! Armadillos with antlers! Horses with hogs! They'll 
"nay" and they'll "oink." They'll stink and they'll "croak!"
Try laughing now, Holly! This isn't a joke! By the end of 
this battle—it could take us years—one of us, just one of 
us, will end up in tears!

RUSSELL
This can only end in tears.

MARTY
You can talk to me.

RUSSELL
New creature combination: Armadillo with antlers.

MARTY
New creature combination: Armadillo with antlers.

RUSSELL
Russell!

HOLLY
Don't I?

MARTY
I won't.

RUSSELL
Why are you so nice to everyone.

MARTY
I'm coming. I'm coming! My wings got stuck.

Holly looks at the ground.

HOLLY
You're hurting Russell.

MARTY
You're very fast.
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An armadillo with antlers 
crosses the stage while 
Holly laughs. Russell's 
head lowers.

MARTY
I said, do you really want your dinosaur friend to die?

HOLLY
I'm sorry. Everyone likes you and they call me slow.

HOLLY
Can you sit here for a minute while I go check in with my 
Mom?

MARTY
Just like me.

HOLLY
Watch out for his boots.

Holly pulls out a large 
pair of boots and puts 
them on.

Marty releases Russell 
from silence.

Enter Marty.

HOLLY
How else could you get two people's heads under your feet?

HOLLY
A locust.

TRANSOM
Ouch.

TRANSOM
You were under his right foot. That's worse.
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Holly tries to speak, but 
cannot make a sound.

The sound of an armadillo 
with antlers.

The exit.

HOLLY
Russell! My Mom said we could play for—Transom? Hey, where 
did you go? Russell?

Transom steps out of the 
way, narrowly missing 
Marty's kick.

Holly strikes down and 
slays the antlered ar-
madillo.

HOLLY
Are you...

MARTY
Ouch.

HOLLY
You went to school.

RUSSELL
I won't.

TRANSOM
Russell.

Russell talks with her 
mind.

TRANSOM
Okay.
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HOLLY
Step right.

Lights flash. Transom, the
actor, is replaced by 
Marty the prop. The sword 
becomes a spoon. It is the
playground again.

Transom raises his arm to 
find that he is, indeed, 
holding a sword.

HOLLY
What do I do?

An armadillo with antlers 
crosses the stage while 
Russell laughs. Transom's 
head lowers.

HOLLY
I think it's a skunk.

MARTY
Sure.

Holly hugs Russell. Holly 
gets off of the ground.

RUSSELL
I have the power of my mind. And you have your sword.

MARTY
I think it's a skunk.

Holly the actor places 
Marty the prop on a bench 
and waits. Whistling. 
Rocking back and forth, 
etc. (Pause.)
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Enter Marty in goggles and black cape on tip toes. Transom 
sneaks over to the bench and yanks the Russell prop into his
arms and escapes. Russell the actor moves in parallel with 
the prop. Enter Holly.

TRANSOM
And rescue Russell.

Marty the actor places 
Holly the prop on a bench 
and waits. Whistling. 
Rocking back and forth, 
etc. (Pause.)

Enter Transom in goggles and black cape on tip toes. Russell
sneaks over to the bench and yanks the Holly prop into his 
arms and escapes. Transom the actor moves in parallel with 
the prop. Enter Holly.

MARTY
I saw you the other day —

TRANSOM
Brought your friend along, I see. I'll crush you both. Have 
you seen my new shoes?

MARTY
You're hurting Marty.

MARTY
Why are you so mean!

RUSSELL
Oh no! Holly's big boots leave big footprints. Agh!

MARTY
Back in the day a guy named Rex used to bully the kids in my
school.

RUSSELL
Just like me.
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TRANSOM
What are you doing?

RUSSELL
Under Marty's boot.

TRANSOM
How do you know?

HOLLY
You can do it, Russell!

TRANSOM
You don't have armadillos with antlers.

MARTY
You flew a really long way!

MARTY
You'll never defeat Russell.

MARTY
He's some sort of crazy scientist.

TRANSOM
You've brought your "A" game again, I see. But grades won't 
help you hear.

RUSSELL
You've brought your "A" game again, I see. But grades won't 
help you hear.

Transom hugs Russell. 
Marty gets off of the 
ground.

Holly steps out of the 
way, narrowly missing 
Holly's kick.
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MARTY
I'm sorry. Everyone likes you and they call me slow.

TRANSOM
I said, do you really want your dinosaur friend to die?

Holly raises his arm to 
find that he is, indeed, 
holding a sword.

TRANSOM
You're hurting Transom.

HOLLY
Okay. All wrongs reversed!

HOLLY
Come back! Come back!

RUSSELL
Just like me.

Enter Holly and Transom.

RUSSELL
It's true, but I have a plan. A ransom for Marty—he'll meet 
my demands! I'll buy love with the money, respect and some 
gold. I'll make friends and not enemies.  Be warm and not 
cold. Perceptions will alter when they see me for me.

MARTY
Come back! Come back!

RUSSELL
How do you know?

Transom steps out of the 
way, narrowly missing 
Holly's kick.

622



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

MARTY
In the front?

MARTY
It's true, but I have a plan. A ransom for Marty—he'll meet 
my demands! I'll buy love with the money, respect and some 
gold. I'll make friends and not enemies.  Be warm and not 
cold. Perceptions will alter when they see me for me.

MARTY
I've got one more trick up my sleeve.

MARTY
I saw you the other day —

Russell picks up Russell 
and his spoon. Smile.

TRANSOM
Well we're not going to let that happen.

HOLLY
A locust.

HOLLY
You're very fast.

HOLLY
Step right.

TRANSOM
It won't ever happen if you keep me locked up in this tree.

MARTY
Watch out for his boots.

HOLLY
You're mean, Holly.

TRANSOM
You're mean, Russell.

623



Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

RUSSELL
And you the left. I could see you through the tears.

RUSSELL
Time to fight back.

MARTY
What are you doing?

MARTY
I can't believe you gut my hair.

RUSSELL
Maybe... I don't want a hug. Maybe I don't want one.

HOLLY
He's—!

HOLLY
Hello, Transom. I've come to stop you.

TRANSOM
You can do it, Marty!

MARTY
Why are you so nice to everyone.

HOLLY
Transom kidnapped my dinosaur, Holly. My Mom found this 
ransom note under the doormat this morning. It had a lock of
Holly's hair attached to the "R" in "Ransom."

Transom knocks down Marty 
and puts a boot on her 
head.

MARTY
I don't know. 

HOLLY
Let's go.
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MARTY
Why are you so mean!

RUSSELL
He's just outside! No!

MARTY
How do you know?

Marty avoids another kick.

Enter Transom.

Lights shift to Transom 
and Holly.

END OF PLAY
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Appendix C: Additional Materials

 Questionnaires

Student Questionnaire

Circle one number per statement:

1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). 

If you didn't do an exercise please check the box next to the title and skip to the next

exercise.

Exercise #1: Blatantly Copy (Visual Art) –  ☐ I didn't use this exercise.

• It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing.
1 2 3 4 5

• I would use this exercise again.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about my characters by using the exercise.
1 2 3 4 5

• My rewrite was successful.
1 2 3 4 5

Exercise #2: Status (Acting/Directing) –  ☐ I didn't use this exercise.

• It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing.
1 2 3 4 5

• I would use this exercise again.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite.
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1 2 3 4 5
• I learned more about my characters by using the exercise.

1 2 3 4 5
• My rewrite was successful.

1 2 3 4 5
Exercise #3: Viewpoints (Acting/Directing) –  ☐ I didn't use this exercise.

• It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing.
1 2 3 4 5

• I would use this exercise again.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about my characters by using the exercise.
1 2 3 4 5

• My rewrite was successful.
1 2 3 4 5

Exercise #4: Chord – Character Chord / Disrupt (Music) –  ☐ I didn't use this exer-

cise.

• It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing.
1 2 3 4 5

• I would use this exercise again.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about my characters by using the exercise.
1 2 3 4 5

• My rewrite was successful.
1 2 3 4 5

Exercise #5: Negative Space (Visual Art) –  ☐ I didn't use this exercise.

• It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite.
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1 2 3 4 5
• Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing.

1 2 3 4 5
• I would use this exercise again.

1 2 3 4 5
• I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite.

1 2 3 4 5
• I learned more about my characters by using the exercise.

1 2 3 4 5
• My rewrite was successful.

1 2 3 4 5
Exercise #6: Think it Out (Music) –  ☐ I didn't use this exercise.

• It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing.
1 2 3 4 5

• I would use this exercise again.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about my characters by using the exercise.
1 2 3 4 5

• My rewrite was successful.
1 2 3 4 5

Exercise #7: Dance as... (Dance) –  ☐ I didn't use this exercise.

• It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing.
1 2 3 4 5

• I would use this exercise again.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about my characters by using the exercise.
1 2 3 4 5

• My rewrite was successful.
1 2 3 4 5
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Exercise #8: Dance With(out)... (Dance) –  ☐ I didn't use this exercise.

• It was easy to initially sit down and start writing my rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• Once I'd started writing, it was easy to continue writing.
1 2 3 4 5

• I would use this exercise again.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about the world of my play because I used this rewrite.
1 2 3 4 5

• I learned more about my characters by using the exercise.
1 2 3 4 5

• My rewrite was successful.
1 2 3 4 5
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Which exercise was most helpful to you?

#1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 #7 #8

Which exercise was least helpful to you?

#1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 #7 #8

If you didn't complete all eight exercises I would be interested to know why you

didn't do them. Please turn this page over.

Fill out as many as are relevant to your responses above.

I didn't do exercise #____ because:

I didn't do exercise #____ because:

I didn't do exercise #____ because:

I didn't do exercise #____ because:

I didn't do exercise #____ because:

I didn't do exercise #____ because:

I didn't do exercise #____ because:

I didn't do exercise #____ because:
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Public/Professional Questionnaires

Professional reviewers were given the option of a digital questionnaire or a paper 

questionnaire. The public was only given the option of a digital questionnaire. I've in-

cluded the entirety of the paper questionnaire and a screenshot of part of the digital ques-

tionnaire below.
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Digital Questionnaire66

66 Note: this is only shown in part due to its continued presence on the web (link) and its length (larger 
than 8.5” x 11”).
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Paper Questionnaire67

67 Note: it may  be difficult to see the outline of the boxes on this image if not printed at high enough 
resolution. Rest assured that there were and are five boxes for placing an “x” in each row.
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 Participation Communication

Website: Letter of Public Participation

[what is this about?]

I’m looking to test some writing exercises I devised over the past year: I need your 

help.

I spent five weeks writing twenty-five ten-minute plays. Each weekday (for the next 

five weeks) I’ll be releasing one play a day on this website. Each week includes one orig-

inal work and four derivative works branching off of the original (each employing a dif-

ferent exercise — more on that later).

[won’t that be a lot of reading?]

Playwriting is not (inherently) an internet friendly medium. It will likely take an 

hour each week to read all the material. I’m hoping you’ll take the time to read the plays 

and give me some feedback in a variety of forms. Your participation is voluntary and you 

can stop at any time. You can read and respond to some plays but not others. I will use the

results for a research study.

[how do I give feedback?]

1: Questionnaire

For each play (all 25 of them) there will be a questionnaire. There are no right or wrong 

answers to the questions, just what you think. If you want to skip a question for any rea-
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son, feel free. If you would prefer not to answer a question, please leave it blank. I will 

not be able to identify you individually via this method of feedback. The data will be used

in aggregate.

2: Comments

The comments section of this website will allow for open commentary about the plays, 

the project, etc. Any feedback appreciated. You will be identifiable via this method (your 

name,  handle, website, etc. depending). Keep it civil, please.

3: Other

You might choose to contact me via e-mail, dent or tweet about this project, write a blog 

post, remix one of my plays, produce it, etc. As my plays will be released CC BY-SA you   

should probably check that license out. In all other circumstances, fair use rules apply. If 

you put it out for public consumption (via a blog, social networking, or similar) I’ll likely

quote  the author with a link to the website, image, video, dent, or tweet, etc. If you send 

me an e-mail I will keep your identity confidential unless you would like to be acknowl-

edged or  associated with your responses. None of this is scary. It’s 21st century commu-

nication in action. I’d love any feedback of this sort too.

[anything else?]

Links to each week of plays will appear below:

|| Week 1 || Week 2 || Week 3 || Week 4 || Week 5 ||
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Please do things with these works. You already have permission.

Please attribute the original work(s) to me and include a link to these websites:

Kyle Reynolds Conway

http://www.kylerconway.wordpress.com || https://twentyfivetens.wordpress.com

If you have any additional questions about this study, please contact me or  Norman 

Bert at norman.bert@ttu.edu.

Sincerest thanks for helping us with this research.

KYLE

(Like the font in the grey squares that used to be up there denoting future weeks? 

Thanks to Nina Paley. Get it here.)
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Inquiry Letter of Professional Participation (Generic)

[Potential Professional Respondent],

I am writing to ask if you would be willing to be a part of my doctoral dissertation. 

Over the past two years I’ve worked to create some new playwriting exercises drawn 

from music, visual art, dance, acting and directing. My hope is that these exercises help 

students write more contemporary plays. I’ve been able to gather some results from un-

dergraduate and graduate students during the course of a semester-long playwriting 

course, but I’ve also used the exercises myself.

I’ve written a number of ten minute plays and I was wondering if you would be willing to

read one set of them (5 ten-minute plays amounting to approximately 50 pages) and pro-

vide some feedback via a single-page questionnaire. Four of the five plays were rewritten

using one of the approaches that I’d adapted from another discipline.

I would really appreciate your help and expert feedback. If you’re at all interested I will 

have the plays to you very soon. Your participation would be voluntary and you could 

stop at any time should the need arise. As you are an expert in this field it would be bene-

ficial to the research to associate you with your specific feedback (rather than being 

anonymous). I am asking for permission to quote any of your responses. If that is not ac-

ceptable just let me know.
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Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact either me or Norman Bert at 

norman.bert@ttu.edu.

Thanks very much for considering this project,

Kyle Reynolds Conway

kyle.r.conway@ttu.edu

Doctoral Candidate

Texas Tech University
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Texas Tech University, Kyle Reynolds Conway, 

Introductory Letter of Professional Participation
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