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THE POWER OF THE PITHY
SPEECH: MASTERING ONE
MINUTE MONOLOGUES FROM
PLAYS

There  is  a  unique  and  formidable
challenge  in  the  world  of  acting  that
every performer, from the novice drama
student  to  the  seasoned  professional,
must face:  the one-minute monologue.
In  a  craft  often  defined  by  lengthy
rehearsals, complex character arcs, and

the collaborative energy of an ensemble,
one minute monologues from plays
strip  performance  down  to  its  rawest
essence.  They  are  a  distillation  of
character, emotion, and narrative intent,
compressed into sixty seconds of pure,
unadulterated presence.
These short speeches are far more than
just  excerpts.  They  are  meticulously
crafted windows into a character’s soul
at a moment of high stakes or profound
realization.  Within  a  single  minute,  an
actor  must  establ ish  a  wor ld ,  a
relationship,  a  conflict,  and  a  journey.
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The listener, whether a casting director,
a  classroom  of  peers,  or  a  theatre
audience, must be drawn in, moved, and
left wanting more. This article will serve
as  your  comprehensive  guide  to
understand ing,  se lect ing ,  and
performing  these  powerful  theatrical
gems,  ensuring your  next  sixty-second
performance is unforgettable.

WHAT DEFINES A ONE-MINUTE
MONOLOGUE?

Before  diving  into  selection  and
technique,  it  is  crucial  to  define  exactly
what  const i tutes  a  one-minute
monologue.  It  is  not  simply  a  random
sixty-second chunk of dialogue cut from
a larger scene. A strong monologue has
a  clear  structure  and  purpose,  even
within its brevity.

The Anatomy of
a Short
Monologue
A  successful  one-minute  monologue
typically contains three distinct phases,
mirroring the structure  of  a  full-length
scene:

The Opening Gambit: The
character states their position or
goal. This is the hook. It
establishes who they are speaking
to (or to themselves) and what the
topic is. It should be immediate
and clear. There is no time for slow
exposition.
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The Rising Action or Conflict:
The core of the speech. The
character encounters an obstacle,
reveals a secret, argues a point, or
experiences a shift in emotion.
This is where the drama lives. The
stakes become clear, and the
audience understands what the
character stands to gain or lose.
The Climax and Resolution: The
monologue builds to a moment of
decision or a final, piercing insight.
This is the punch. It doesn't have
to resolve the character's entire
life problem, but it must feel
complete. The audience should
feel a sense of arrival, even if the
destination is a painful one.

A monologue that lacks this arc will feel

flat.  A  monologue  that  is  all  one  note,
either  entirely  angry  or  entirely  sad,
becomes  monotonous.  The  best  one
minute monologues from plays  are
those  that  contain  a  shift,  a  moment
where the character’s strategy changes
or their emotional temperature turns.

WHY ONE MINUTE MONOLOGUES
FROM PLAYS ARE ESSENTIAL
TOOLS

The  demand  for  short ,  powerful
monologues  is  not  arbitrary.  It  stems
from  very  practical  needs  within  the
acting  profession  and  the  educational
system.  Understanding  these  reasons
can  he lp  you  apprec ia te  the i r
importance  and  choose  your  material
more wisely.
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The Audition
Room Reality
In  professional  theatre,  film,  and
television  auditions,  time  is  the  most
precious commodity. A casting director
may see dozens of actors in a single day.
They do not need to see three minutes
of a character they already know from
the sides. They need to know, in sixty
seconds, if you can:

Make strong, specific choices.1.
Can you interpret text and imbue
it with meaning?
Listen and react. Even in a2.
monologue, you must be "hearing"
the other person.

Be compelling. Do you have the3.
presence and charisma to hold
attention?
Take direction. A one-minute4.
piece is easy to stop and restart
with a new instruction.

A  concise,  well-performed  monologue
shows  that  you  respect  the  casting
director's  time  while  efficiently
demonstrating  your  skills.  A  rambling,
poorly-chosen piece does the opposite.

Development
and Training
For students and actors in training, one
minute monologues from plays  are
invaluable pedagogical tools. They allow
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an actor to focus intensely on a single
dramatic problem without the pressure
of a full-length production. It provides a
safe environment to practice:

Text analysis: Unpacking the
language, imagery, and subtext of
a short passage.
Character creation: Building a
full person from a sixty-second
slice of life.
Emotional availability:
Accessing genuine feeling on cue
within a short timeframe.
Physicality and voice: Finding
the physical life of a character
quickly.

Working on short pieces is like training
with high-intensity interval exercises for
an actor.  It  builds stamina,  focus,  and

precision.

HOW TO CHOOSE THE PERFECT
ONE-MINUTE MONOLOGUE

Selecting  your  material  is  the  single
most important decision you will make. A
br i l l i ant  per fo rmance  o f  a  bad
monologue  will  fail.  A  flawed
performance  of  a  brilliant  monologue
might  still  shine.  Here  is  a  strategic
guide to finding your piece.

Consider Your
Type
This is the most common advice, but it is
often misunderstood. "Playing your type"
does  not  mean  be ing  bor ing  or
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stereotyping yourself. It means choosing
a character whose age, life experience,
and  essential  nature  are  within  your
believable  range.  A  20-year-old  actor
should  not  perform a monologue from
the perspective of  a  bitter  70-year-old
retiree.  The  emotional  understanding
and  physical  truth  wi l l  l ikely  be
unconvincing.  Instead,  find  a  character
who is asking the kinds of questions you
are asking at your stage of life.

Match the Genre
to the Occasion
The  type  of  monologue  you  choose
depends greatly  on the context.  For  a
general audition, it is wise to prepare at
least  two  contrasting  pieces:  one

dramatic  and  one  comedic.

Dramatic Monologues: Show
depth, vulnerability, and range of
emotion. They are excellent for
demonstrating your ability to
handle serious material. Common
themes include loss, injustice,
regret, or moments of moral crisis.
Comedic Monologues:
Demonstrate timing, charm, and
personality. They are not just
about telling a joke. They are
about character and situation. The
best comedic one minute
monologues from plays are
funny because of the character's
perspective, not because of a
punchline.

If you are auditioning for a specific play,
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choose  a  monologue  from  a  different
playwright  but  a  similar  style.  For  a
Shakespeare  audition,  perform  a
classical piece. For a contemporary play,
perform a modern piece.

Avoid the
"Audition Room
Clichés"
There are certain monologues that have
been performed so many times that they
have  lost  their  power.  They  are  often
from famous  plays  and  are  known  as
"chestnuts." While they can be brilliant,
they  carry  immense  baggage.  The
casting director has likely seen the same

speech performed fifty  times that  week.
Unless you have a uniquely radical and
brilliant  take  on  the  piece,  it  is  often
better  to  find  something  less  frequently
performed.  This  shows  that  you  have
done your research and are a thinking
artist,  not  just  someone  who  Googled
"best monologues."

TOP CATEGORIES OF ONE MINUTE
MONOLOGUES FROM PLAYS

To  help  you  in  your  search,  the  vast
world of  theatrical  monologues can be
broken down into a few key categories.
Each  has  i ts  own  strengths  and
challenges.
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Classical
Monologues
(Shakespeare
and his

Contemporaries)
These are the gold standard for  many
auditions,  especially  for  drama schools
and  classical  theatre  companies.  The
language  is  heightened,  poetic,  and
demands rigorous technical skill. A one-
minute  classical  monologue  requires
excellent  breath  control,  articulation,
and an understanding of verse structure.

The  keywords  here  are  "rhetoric,"
"imagery,"  and  "iambic  pentameter."
Tips for classical monologues:

Understand every single word you
say. Use a Shakespeare glossary.
Play the action, not the poetry.
Don't sing the lines; find the
intention behind them.
Keep your physical life simple. The
language does the heavy lifting.

Contemporary
Monologues
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(20th and 21st
Century)
Th is  i s  the  broadest  category ,
encompassing  everything  f rom
Tennessee Williams and Arthur Miller to
Annie Baker and Suzan-Lori Parks. These
monologues often feel more naturalistic
and closer to our own way of speaking.
The  challenge here  is  to  find the  drama
in  the  mundane.  The  acting  must  be
grounded,  truthful,  and  nuanced.  One
minute  monologues  from  plays  in
t h i s  c a t e g o r y  o f t e n  r e l y  o n
subtext—what is not being said is just as
important as what is.
Tips for contemporary monologues:

Find the specific moment. Why is
this being said right now?
Use silence. In contemporary work,
pauses can be powerful.
Make it your own. Connect the
character's experience to a
personal truth.

Dramatic
Monologues for
Intense Moments
These are the heavy hitters.  They are
speeches of confrontation, confession, or
grief. They require emotional availability
and a willingness to go to dark or intense
places.  Common  themes  include  a
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character  revealing  a  hidden  truth,
challenging  an  adversary,  or  dealing
with  a  traumatic  event.  These  are
excellent  for  showing  your  dramatic
range,  but  be careful  not  to  "act"  the
emotion.  The  feeling  must  be  earned
through  the  character's  journey,  not
imposed  from  the  outside.

Comedic
Monologues for
Charm and Wit
Finding  a  genuinely  funny  one-minute
monologue  is  harder  than  finding  a
dramatic one. The key to good comedic
monologue is character. The character is

unaware of their own absurdity. They are
trying to solve a problem in a ridiculous
way. Whether it is a speech from a farce,
a satire, or a quirky character drama, the
comedy comes from a place of truth. Do
not try to be funny. Try to be truthful,
and the comedy will follow.

PERFORMING YOUR ONE-MINUTE
MONOLOGUE: TIPS FROM THE
PROS

Once you have selected your piece, the
work  of  preparation  begins.  Here  are
practical performance tips to make your
sixty seconds count.
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Know Who You
Are Talking To
T h e  m o s t  c o m m o n  m i s t a k e  i n
monologue performance is speaking into
a  v o i d .  A  m o n o l o g u e  i s  s t i l l  a
conversation,  even if  the other  person
doesn't speak. Is your character talking
to  their  mother?  A  lover?  A  god?  A
photograph? A part of themselves? The
identity  of  the  listener  completely
changes the tone, the stakes,  and the
performance.  Place  that  person  in  the
room,  in  a  specific  location,  and  talk  to
them. "Listen" to their silent responses.

Have a Strong
Beginning and
End
Your  first  five  seconds  establish  the
entire world of the piece. Walk in with
purpose. Take a moment to connect with
your  imaginary  partner.  Then  speak.
Your  first  line  must  be  charged  with
meaning.  Your  final  line  must  land  with
clarity.  Hold  for  a  beat  after  the  last
word, let the thought resonate, and then
move.  The  ending  is  your  final
impression.
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Use Your Voice
and Body
A one-minute monologue is  a  physical
event.  Even  if  you  are  standing  still,
energy must flow. Let your voice vary in
pitch, pace, and volume. The rhythm of
your  speech  creates  the  music  of  the
scene. Find moments of tempo change.
Use your breath to create anticipation.
Your hands are not props to be fidgeted
with;  they  are  extensions  of  your
thought.  Every  gesture  should  be
motivated  by  the  character's  intention.

Make a Choice
and Commit
Indecision  is  the  enemy  of  a  good
monologue.  The  audience  can  sense
when an actor is "trying to be real" or
"trying  to  find  the  moment."  You  must
have  a  clear  point  of  view  on  the
character.  Is  this  character  justified  in
the i r  anger?  A re  they  l y ing  to
themselves? Are they aware of their own
flaws?  Make  a  decision,  even  if  it  is  a
bold or unusual one, and commit to it
fully.  A  bad  choice  performed  with
conviction  is  always  more  interesting
than  a  safe  choice  performed  with
hesitation.
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WHERE TO FIND


