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UNLOCKING THEATRE’S HIDDEN
GEMS: THE ENDURING VALUE OF
PUBLIC DOMAIN ONE ACT PLAYS

For  theatre  directors,  drama  teachers,
and  performing  arts  groups,  finding
fresh,  affordable,  and  high-quality
material  is  a  constant  challenge.  The
pressure to produce something original
without breaking the bank on licensing
fees can be immense. This is where the
rich,  often unexplored world  of  public

domain  one  act  plays  becomes  an
invaluable resource. These are theatrical
works that are no longer protected by
copyright,  meaning  they  are  free  to
perform, adapt, and share. Whether you
are staging a drama festival, planning a
classroom  exercise,  or  curating  an
evening  of  short  theatre,  these  plays
offer  a  treasure  trove  of  creativity,
history,  and  practical  utility.
A one-act play is  a complete dramatic
work  that  takes  place in  a  single  act,
typically  running  between  fifteen
minutes and an hour. Unlike full-length
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plays,  they  offer  a  concise  yet  powerful
narrative arc. When combined with the
freedom  of  the  public  domain,  they
become one of the most versatile tools
available to the modern theatre maker.
This  article  will  explore  the  many
dimensions  of  public  domain  one  act
plays, from their historical significance to
practical  tips  for  staging  your  own
production.  Prepare  to  discover  how
these  short,  royalty-free  scripts  can
transform  your  next  theatrical  project.

WHAT DOES “PUBLIC DOMAIN”
REALLY MEAN FOR THEATRE?

Understanding  the  public  domain  is
essential before diving into the scripts. A
work enters the public domain when its
copyright term expires. For most plays
published before 1928 (as of 2025), the

copyright  has  lapsed  in  the  United
States. Works published after that date
may  still  be  under  copyright,  though
rules vary by country. The key benefit is
that you can perform, modify, and even
publish  these  plays  without  seeking
permission  or  paying  any  royalties.
For  theatre  groups,  this  eliminates  a
significant  financial  and  administrative
burden. Public domain one act plays
are not just free; they are also a living
history of  dramatic  art.  You can stage
works by legendary playwrights such as
Anton Chekhov,  George Bernard Shaw,
Oscar Wilde, Susan Glaspell, and many
others  who  wrote  brilliant  one-act
pieces. These works have stood the test
of time, proving their dramatic strength
and universal appeal.
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Why One Acts?
The Power of
Brevity in
Theatre
One-act plays occupy a special niche in
the dramatic world. They demand tight
writing,  immediate  conflict,  and  a  swift
resolution.  For  audiences,  they  offer  a
complete emotional experience without
the  time  commitment  of  a  full-length
play. For directors and actors, they are
excellent vehicles for honing craft. Here
are several reasons why one-act plays,
especially  those  in  the  public  domain,

are so valuable:

Cost-Effective Productions: No
licensing fees mean your budget
can go entirely toward sets,
costumes, and lighting. This is a
game-changer for community
theatre, schools, and fringe
festivals.
Educational Tool: Drama
teachers can use these plays to
teach classic structure, character
development, and period style.
Students can legally perform them
for class projects or showcase
nights.
Festival Friendly: Many theatre
festivals, such as 24-hour play
festivals or competition nights,
require short works. Public domain
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one act plays are ready-made for
such events.
Adaptation Opportunities:
Because they are in the public
domain, you can modernize the
setting, adapt the language, or
even combine multiple one acts
into a themed evening without
worrying about copyright
infringement.

NOTABLE PUBLIC DOMAIN ONE
ACT PLAY EXAMPLES

To appreciate the breadth available,  it
helps to look at some specific, landmark
one-act  plays  that  are  now  free  to
perform. These works represent different
genres, periods, and dramatic styles.

Classic Comedies
and Satires

The Importance of Being
Earnest by Oscar Wilde - While
this is a three-act play, Wilde also
wrote shorter works. His one-act
farce The Critic as Artist (a
dialogue) and The Duchess of
Padua are worth exploring.
However, the true gem is A
Woman of No Importance (also
multi-act). For pure one-act
comedy, look at The Proposal by
Anton Chekhov – a hilarious farce
about a marriage proposal that
devolves into absurd arguments.
Chekhov’s one-act farces are some
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of the most performed in the
world.
The Bear by Anton Chekhov –
Another Chekhov farce, featuring a
widow and a boorish creditor who
end up nearly dueling, only to fall
in love. It is a perfect example of
Chekhov’s comedic genius within a
short format.
Trifles by Susan Glaspell – This
is a masterpiece of early
twentieth-century realism. Based
on a true murder case, it explores
gender dynamics and the concept
of justice. It is frequently produced
and works beautifully as a one-act.
It is in the public domain because
Glaspell published it in 1916.

Dramatic and
Melodramatic
Works

The Ghost of Saint Thomas by
Pearl and Robert Sumner -
While less known, the collection of
one-act plays from the early 1900s
offers many gems. The Rising of
the Moon by Lady Gregory – a
powerful one-act play about Irish
nationalism and identity, blending
dramatic tension with poetic
dialogue.
Riders to the Sea by J. M.
Synge – A landmark of Irish
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drama, this one-act tragedy about
a mother losing her sons to the
sea is poetic, powerful, and deeply
moving. It is frequently performed
in classrooms and theatres.
The Happy Journey to Trenton
and Camden by Thornton
Wilder – Wilder’s early one-act
plays, including The Long
Christmas Dinner and Pullman Car
Hiawatha, are inventive and
minimalist. They are perfect for
modern staging with minimal sets.
Note that Wilder’s works from the
1920s are now in the public
domain.

WHERE TO FIND PUBLIC DOMAIN
ONE ACT PLAYS ONLINE

Finding these plays is easier than ever.

Several  online  archives  specialize  in
royalty-free  scripts.  However,  always
verify the copyright status, especially for
plays that may have been renewed or
are under a different legal  framework in
your country. Reliable sources include:

Project Gutenberg – A vast
library of free ebooks, including
thousands of public domain plays.
Search for “one act” or browse by
author.
Archive.org (Internet Archive)
– Contains scanned copies of old
play collections, many of which are
one-act anthologies from the early
20th century.
HathiTrust Digital Library – A
great academic resource for
finding original publications of
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plays.
Google Books – Search for “one
act plays 1910” or similar. Many
full-text books are available.
Playscripts.com (public domain
section) – Some commercial sites
list public domain plays alongside
contemporary ones.

HOW TO STAGE PUBLIC DOMAIN
ONE ACT PLAYS EFFECTIVELY

Having the script is only the beginning.
To bring these historic works to modern
audiences, thoughtful production choices
are key.

Respecting the
Original While
Adding Your
Voice
Because the play is in the public domain,
you  have  creative  freedom.  But  good
practice  suggests  staying  true  to  the
playwright’s core themes and dialogue,
even  if  you  update  the  setting.  For
example, you could set Chekhov’s The
Proposal  in  a  modern  office  or  a
contemporary living room. Changing the
time  period  can  reveal  new  layers.
However,  if  you  significantly  alter  the
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text,  it  becomes  an  adaptation  of  a
public domain work, which may be a new
copyr ighted  work.  For  s t ra ight
production, keep the original lines intact.

Minimalist Set
and Costume
Ideas
Many classic one-act plays were written
for small casts and simple sets. This is a
practical advantage. Use minimalism to
the aesthetic. For Riders to the Sea,  a
few props (a  rope,  a  basket,  a  shawl)
and a strong lighting design can create
ample atmosphere. For Trifles, a kitchen
table, some jars, and a rocking chair are

all you need. Let the actors and the text
carry the weight.

Audience
Engagement
Consider  presenting  an  evening  of
several  short  plays.  A  theme  can  tie
them  together,  such  as  “Love  and
Marriage”  (featuring  The  Proposal  and
The  Bear)  or  “Justice  and  Gender”
(featuring  Trifles).  Provide  program
notes  about  the  historical  context  of
each play. Audiences love learning the
backstory, especially with works over a
century old.

LEGAL CONSIDERATIONS AND
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INTERNATIONAL NUANCES

While the public  domain in the United
States generally covers works published
before  1928,  other  countries  have
different  rules.  In  the  UK,  for  example,
copyright  lasts  for  70  years  after  the
author’s death. For Anton Chekhov (died
1904), this means his works are free in
the  UK.  But  for  George Bernard  Shaw
(died 1950), his works will  not be fully
public domain in the UK until 2020 plus
70 years? Actually, 1950 + 70 = 2020,
so they are now public domain in most of
Europe. Always check local laws. If you
are staging in a country with “rule of the
shorter term,” the U.S. status may not
apply.  When in  doubt,  consult  a  legal
expert  or  use  only  works  that  are
undisputedly old (pre-1900) for safety.

ADAPTING AND MODERNIZING: A
CREATIVE PLAYGROUND

One  of  the  most  exciting  aspects  of
public domain one act plays  is  the
ability  to  reimagine  them.  You  can
gender-swap  characters,  combine
multiple plays into a medley, or create a
new script that borrows characters from
a public domain play. For instance, you
could  write  a  new  one-act  featuring
Chekhov’s characters from The Proposal
and The Bear meeting in a waiting room.
As  long  as  you  are  not  infringing  on
someone  else’s  derivative  work,  the
possib i l i t ies  are  endless.  Many
contemporary  playwrights  have  built
careers  on  adapting  public  domain
works.
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CONCLUSION: A WEALTH OF
DRAMA WITHOUT THE ROYALTIES

Public  domain  one  act  plays  are  not
mere l y  cheap  a l t e rna t i ves  t o
contemporary  scripts.  They  are  living
documents  of  theatrical  history,  offering
profound  insights  into  human  nature,
society, and the art of storytelling. From
Chekhov’s  laughter  to  Synge’s  poetry,
from Glaspell’s quiet revolution to Lady

Gregory’s  national  pride,  these  short
works  pack  a  punch  that  belies  their
brevity.  For  any  theatre  practitioner
looking  to  produce  work  that  is  both
economical  and  artistically  rich,  the
public domain is a treasury waiting to be
opened. So go ahead, download a script,
gather your cast, and bring a piece of
dramatic  heritage to  life.  The stage is
yours, royalty-free.


