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*** NOTICE ***
 

The amateur and stock acting rights to this work are controlled exclu
sively by THE DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY without 
whose permission in writing no performance of it may be given. Roy
alty must be paid every time a play is performed whether or not it is 
presented for profit and whether or not admission is charged. A play is 
performed any time it is acted before an audience. Current royalty 
rates, applications and restrictions may be found at our Web site: 
www.dramaticpublishing.com, or we may be contacted by mail at: 
DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY, P.O. Box 129, Woodstock IL 
60098. 

COPYRIGHT LAW GIVES THE AUTHOR OR THE AUTHOR’S 
AGENT THE EXCLUSIVE RIGHT TO MAKE COPIES. This law 
provides authors with a fair return for their creative efforts. Authors 
earn their living from the royalties they receive from book sales and 
from the performance of their work. Conscientious observance of 
copyright law is not only ethical, it encourages authors to continue 
their creative work. This work is fully protected by copyright. No al
terations, deletions or substitutions may be made in the work without 
the prior written consent of the publisher. No part of this work may be 
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or 
mechanical, including photocopy, recording, videotape, film, or any 
information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writ
ing from the publisher. It may not be performed either by profession
als or amateurs without payment of royalty. All rights, including, but 
not limited to, the professional, motion picture, radio, television, vid
eotape, foreign language, tabloid, recitation, lecturing, publication and 
reading, are reserved. In all programs this notice must appear: 

Produced by special arrangement with
 
THE DRAMATIC PUBLISHING COMPANY of Woodstock, Illinois
 

For performance of any songs, music and recordings mentioned in 
this play which are in copyright, the permission of the copyright 
owners must be obtained or other songs and recordings in the pub
lic domain substituted. 
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Chiaroscuro was commissioned and first produced in 

1998 by Chicago’s Rivendell Theatre Ensemble for its 

ten-minute play festival “Mommapalooza: Short Takes on 

Mom.” It was a finalist for the 1999 Actors Theatre of 

Louisville National Ten-Minute Play Contest. 

CHARACTERS 

JEN: A daughter. 

MOTHER: Jen’s. 

The characters can be played by a young woman and a 

middle-aged woman; a middle-aged woman and an older 

woman; or two middle-aged women. 

SETTING: Ideally, the action should take place in empty 

space full of light and shadow, with specific lighting 

cues serving to enhance some of the transitions. 

TIME: The present. 
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CHIAROSCURO
 

AT THE CURTAIN: LIGHTS come up revealing JEN and 

MOTHER on opposite sides of the playing area. 

JEN. In the beginning. A woman with red, red lipstick and 

a voice full of jumps and trills and wonder tells me 

story after story night after night. 

MOTHER. “…Soon the princess came to a clearing in the 

woods. And there, hunched upon a craggy stump, sat a 

gnome of questionable breeding. He had a wart the size 

of an egg on the tip of his nose and he was hairy from 

top to toe. Some might call him matted. He took one 

look at our princess and found her so enticing that for a 

moment he was tempted not to put a curse on her. But 

alas! Evil gnome tradition won the day. ‘Oh, thou 

pretty aimless wench. Sit ye on my splintery bench. 

Bethink all words ye’ve spake before. From this day on 

ye’ll speak no more.’ ” 

JEN. Later… She and my stepfather yak away all through 

dinner—their conversations, their banter erupting out 

of them, surging, blasting, spluttering. They warble. 

They chortle. They tease. They research and excavate 

each other’s day. Words are king and queen and the 

rest of the royal family too. Words are the real food; 

what’s on their plates is just an excuse. During a pause 

that many wouldn’t recognize as such, I break in. “Hey, 

what’s that? What’s chiaroscuro?” They look perplexed 

for a moment— Did you just hear something? 
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