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Arriving at 
D i n w o o d i e 

Lounge in SUB, I am greeted by festival 
director Melissa Hande and the only 
other early playwright. He’s also named 
David; I wonder if he’s my evil twin. I 
run downstairs to complete my page of 
details that I started writing 20 minutes 
ago on the bus. My play is best described 
as a two-act, backstage comedy / mur-
der-mystery farce, with four actors play-
ing eight characters. Sort of like if David 
Lynch directed Noises Off, but with 
more hats. In other words, I’ve chosen 
the most logistically complicated idea I 
could. Whee!

Everyone has 
shown up. The 

18 playwrights do a quick name-game 
that no one will remember in 15 minutes. 
Melissa reminds us all that we’re allowed 
to leave the room as long as we don’t 
bring anything back in, and then it starts. 
I sit at my computer station, pull out my 
hastily assembled page of details, read 
three words, and then put it to the side, 
where I will ignore it for the remainder of 
the contest.

On my left is Jesse, 
who's writing a 

political drama / lesbian romance that 
will eventually become a religious alle-
gory / lesbian romance. On my right is 
Scott, whose page of details is two words 
long, and who will become inspired by 
the image of a towel-clad fat man sing-
ing "Genie in a Bottle."

Eleven pages in. 
Currently, my big-

gest problem is that I can’t get a mini-
quiche out of its little tin and am swearing 
violently at the damnable pastry. I’m not 
really mad at the quiche, but the script 
formatting is giving me headaches.

Seventeen pages. 
Not even close 

to finished. I stretch my legs on a walk 
around campus with my buddy Sean. 
He’s one-third done. I want to throttle 
him.

Melissa brings in 
the Festival design-

ers, a dozen-odd theatre students crazy 
enough to spend seven hours in the 
Lounge drawing concept sketches for 
half-finished plays. I hand my designer, 
Nick, an early draft and wish him luck. 
He’s gonna need it.

Dinnertime. We’re 
having Greek food. 

This causes Scott to yell ‘Opa!’ and wave 
his arms. Scott is beginning to scare me. 
We all jovially settle down to eat and 
compare lengths. Somehow, I’ve hit 33 
pages. This is about twice what the aver-
age writer has. I reassure them that it’s 
probably not very good. The other David 
tells me the concept for his play. It’s 
about evil twins. Of course.

I find myself losing 
focus, so I go to 

the sleeping area and power-listen to 
Christian punk rock for five minutes, 
accompanied by air guitar. When I 
return, Nick has come up with some 
design concepts that turn the play from 
a shoddy mess into a very pretty shoddy 
mess.

The first act is 
f in ished—all 

47 pages of it—but the last five pages 
are a kind of psychedelic acid-trip 
wherein I have one actress perform a 
seven-person scene by herself. I shrug 
and tell myself I’ll get around to rewriting 
it (I won’t). Another walk with Sean. I’ve 
written more than him, but percentage-
wise, he’s still kicking my ass.

Halfway! I’ve 
written the 

final three pages, leaving a 40-minute 
gap for something we writers call “the 
plot.” I seriously consider whether I can 
do without it.

Nick has designed 
hats for my char-

acters. I bow and worship him. He takes 
off shortly thereafter because, well, he 
has a brain. He is followed by our first 
departing playwright, amidst seething 
mumbles of "How the hell did she finish 
so damn fast?"

I’m wondering if a 
joke about replac-

ing the word hypnotherapist with hippo 
therapist is genius, or if it only seems 
funny because it’s 3am. I check with 
Scott; the consensus is genius. Into the 
script!

Killer fatigue has 
set in. I find myself 

losing consciousness midway through 
sentences, meaning I wake up and my 
script expresses timeless concepts like 
‘dexterity with the half-rock zombies.’ 
To refocus, I construct a complex math-
ematical chart showing which actors 
are playing which characters. It doesn’t 
make sense, but at least I’m not falling 
asleep.

Against all odds, 
my first draft is 

completed: 76 pages, 18 000 words. 
Holy shit. I print it then go out into the 
hallway, spread it out in a big pile, and 
roll around in it. This is what's called the 
creative process.

Only half of us are 
left when breakfast 

comes around. As a bleary-eyed collec-
tive, we gather at a table and munch on 
croissants while discussing the oeuvre of 
J Michael Straczynski. We’re not talking 
about our plays. Too scary right now.

While he slogs 
through mine, I 

read Sean’s play. It’s set in a bar. I wish 
I was in a bar right now. We give each 
other notes (which we will both ignore) 
and continue rewriting.

Sean, Scott and 
the other David 

have left. I hate them so much. Jesse’s 
still here. I hate him so much too. I 
decide I hate everyone and realize I have 
become a very old, bitter man.

I’m only making 
c o s m e t i c 

changes: the play is finally done. I save 
it on my jump drive, hand it in to the 
admins, and then kill about four more 
trees by printing off yet another copy 
to take home with me. I yawn my good-
byes and leave the lounge for good, 24 
hours after I entered, having partici-
pated in one of the coolest theatre fes-
tivals in the city. SUB is just beginning 
to open up as I make my way out and 
home for some much-needed rest. I 
think I’ve earned it.

Don’t let anyone tell you other-
wise: the 24-Hour Playwriting 

Competition is a tough cookie to crack. 
It’s exhausting, demanding, imposing, 
and a lot of other synonyms of ‘tough.’ 
And there’s a certain inanity to the thing; 
though we work like mad, most of us won’t 
win. I already know that I didn’t, (though 
Melissa Hande is waiting until the week-
end to announce the runners-up because 
she‘s mean) and I wasn’t really thinking I’d 
take the gold going in. So what did I get 
out of it? Well, I finished a script (perfect 
Fringe fodder!), made some friends and 
learned quite a bit about Babylon 5. And, 
ultimately, I got more experience writing 
on a deadline, which I’m told is a useful 
skill for journalists these days. Everybody 
wins! (Except the poor shmucks who 
have to read my play.)
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T he 10 Days of Madness Playwriting Festival 
is an Edmonton-based and University 
Bookstore-sponsored theatrical event for 
writers, and is generally done behind the 
scenes. Considering the various events of 

the Festival, the 24-Hour Playwriting Competition stands 
out as the pick of the litter: it tests playwrights to their limits 
by putting them through sleep deprivation, writer’s block, 
and caffeine overdoses while having them write a play with 
nothing but a single page of details and one day to do it—

that's 86 400 seconds, in case you were counting.
When I first signed up for the contest back in November 

with a group of my friends, I didn’t give it a lot of thought. I’d 
written plays and stayed up all night playing video games in 
the past, so I figured I had the necessary skills and prepared 
myself by ignoring the advice of all my friends who had done 
it before. In fact, I was kind of excited for a chance to work 
shoulder-to-shoulder with real writers who will cut you if 
you get in their way. All of that excitement was dashed long 
before I finished.Written by David Johnston
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