One Word
This exercise is very simple, but also illuminating. It will encourage you to hone in and focus on
plot and character, on the big picture and the small.

What’s the one word?
The one word that describes this scene? The one word that describes the main theme? The one
word that describes the main character? The one word that describes this relationship?
Define this moment, this person, this play in one word.
Sometimes artists want to go on and on about their characters, and their story, and the more
they talk, the more you realize they don’t know what they’re talking about. They think that the
more words they speak, the more intelligent they’ll sound. But ask them to distill their work down
into one word and the task freezes them. They can’t because they don’t truly know their work. If
you can find the one word to define the theme, you know exactly what the play is about. If you
can find the one word to define a character, you know exactly who that character is. And of

course, over the course of a story a play should be defined by more than one word. There should
be change. But this exercise will get you to practice being specific and efficient with words. And
the point is not to choose any word. It’s the one word that creates a world.
Exercise:
Read this monologue and decide on the one word that illuminates the story of the monologue,
and one word that illuminates the character. Don’t pick just any word. Spend time thinking about
what’s the one word that describes the story and the character perfectly. It should be a word that
speaks volumes. A word that creates a visual. Is that a lot of pressure to put on just one word?
Sure. But if you can come up with the perfect word, you'll know these monologues inside and
out. Use this exercise in your own work to make sure you fully understand it.

Deck the Stage by Lindsay Price
Shelley explains for the first time to her lab partner Ben why she might not be the
friendliest girl at school.
SHELLEY: You don't get off that easy. Sit down! I haven't even started. Sit down. (She
holds out a picture) Ask me who's in the picture. Ask! That's my dad. Pretty handsome guy
don't you think? Ask where he is. Ask where he is! Come on, you wanted to talk; ask where
he is. I don't know. Isn't that funny? Isn't that a scream? I don't know. Two years ago he went
to work on Christmas Eve and he never came home. He stole money from his company
and ran away with the boss' secretary. Merry Christmas! That's our nearest guess anyway.
No one knows for sure because there hasn't been one word. Not one. Not a letter. Not a
telegram. Not a postcard. Not an answering machine message. Nothing. He left us with
debts up to our ears, and we didn't even get a goodbye. How's your dad? Is he alive? Does
he talk to you every day? Well good, ‘cause let me tell you, around here there isn't much
talking. Around here, we bounce from apartment to apartment and my mom tries to keep
working but she's not very strong. My dad knew that. And he left. So you'll have to excuse
me if I'm cold, or distant, or pretentious. But my mind's a little full ‘cause I only got three
hours of sleep after working the night shift at the 711. And I could really give a crap about
Christmas because all it means is that my father didn't love my mother and he didn't love
me.

