
 

 
 
Hello! Thank you so much for tuning in to Beckett’s Babies. We are so happy that                               
you joined us! Every episode, we love to attach a playwriting exercise that we                           
think might be helpful so that you can go forth and start writing your own play!                               
Below is a playwriting exercise from our dramaturg and director friend Alison                       
Ruth.  

 
Writing a Pillow Book 

 
1) Introduce (or re-introduce!) yourself to The Pillow Book of Sei Shonagon, which 
is the diary of a courtesan in 10th Century Japan. It's awesome. 
 
Wikipedia tells us:  
"The work of Shōnagon consists of a collection of essays, anecdotes, poems, and 
descriptive passages that have little connection to one another except for the 
fact that they are ideas and whims of what Shōnagon was thinking of in any given 
moment in her daily life. In it she included lists of all kinds, personal thoughts, 
interesting events in court, poetry, and some opinions on her 
contemporaries....She wrote The Pillow Book as a private endeavor of enjoyment 
for herself; it seemed to be a way for her to express her inner thoughts and 
feelings that she was not allowed to state publicly due to her lower standing 
position in the court." 
 
You can look at some excerpts here! or buy here! or look at a few excerpts below 
that I have lovingly typed out:   
 
Things That Have Lost Their Power 
A woman that has taken off her false locks to comb the short hair that remains. A 
large tree that has been blown down in a gale and lies on its side with its roots in 
the air. The retreating figure of a sumo wrestler who has been defeated in a 
match. A man of no importance reprimanding an attendant.  
 

http://faculty.sgc.edu/rkelley/the%20pillow.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Pillow-Book-Sei-Shonagon/dp/0231073372


 

Adorable Things 
The face of a child drawn on a melon.  
 
Annoying Things 
When one sends a poem to someone and, after it has gone, thinks of some small 
alteration - perhaps only a couple of letters - that would have a improved it.  
 
When one is doing a piece of needlework in a hurry, and thinking it is finished 
unthreads the needle, only to discover that the knot at the beginning has slipped 
and the whole thing come undone. It is also very annoying to find that one has 
sewn back to front.  
 
A lady is out of humor about some trifle, and leaving her lover's side goes and 
establishes herself on another couch. He creeps over to her and tries to bring 
her back, but she is still cross, and he, feeling that this time she has really gone 
too far, says "As you please," and returns to the big bed, where he ensconces 
himself comfortably and goes to sleep. It is a very cold night and the lady, having 
only an unlined wrap to cover herself with, soon begins to suffer. She thinks of 
getting up; but everyone else in the house is asleep and she does not know what 
to do or where to go. If she must needs have this quarrel, it would have been 
better, she thinks, to start it a little earlier in the evening.  
 
Very Tiresome Things 
When a poem of one's own, that one has allowed someone else to use as his, is 
singled out for praise.  
 
Things That Make One Happy 
Getting hold of a lot of stories of none of which one has read before.  
 
Or finding Vol. 2 of a story one is in a great state of excitement about, but was 
previously only able to secure the first volume. However, one is often 
disappointed. 
 
To pick up a letter that someone has torn up and thrown away, and find that one 
can fit the pieces together well enough to make sense.  
 
Miscellaneous 
There is nothing in the whole world so painful as feeling that one is not liked. It 
always seems to me that people who hate me must be suffering from some 
strange form of lunacy. However, it is bound to happen, whether at Court or in 
one's home, that some people like one and some don't, which I find very 
distressing.  
 



 

Writing is an ordinary enough thing; yet how precious it is! When someone is in a 
far corner of the world and one is terribly anxious about him, suddenly there 
comes a letter, and one feels as though the person were actually in the room. It is 
really very amazing.  
 
2) Create a Pillow Book for one of your characters! 
 
Different than writing a typical diary entry, a Pillow Book in Shonagon's format 
allows you to think about what your character would put in her various 
categories. Be as specific as Shonagon is - how precise of an observation can 
you write for your character? What are the tiny details that only they would 
notice?  
 
One of the things that is so funsy about Shonagon's Pillow Book is how you can 
get such a sense of her and her particular outlook through the cumulative power 
of small details. It's such a great practice of world-building with itty-bitty building 
blocks. And some of these categories are so dramatic -- Things that have lost 
their power??! How many mini triumphs and tragedies could be milked out of that 
category alone! 
 
Categories: 
Things That Have Lost Their Power 
Adorable Things 
Annoying Things 
Very Tiresome Things 
Things That Make One Happy 
When I Make Myself Imagine 
Depressing Things 
Hateful Things 
Things That Make One's Heart Beat Faster 
Things That Arouse a Fond Memory of the Past 
Splendid Things 
Awkward Things 
Things That Give a Clean Feeling 
Things That a Give an Unclean Feeling 
Miscellaneous 
 
 
To learn more about Alison Ruth and Grumble Theater visit  the website 
www.grumbletheater.com 

 
 
Follow us on Facebook, Instagram, & Twitter: @beckettsbabies 



 

Website: www.beckettsbabies.com 
Email us! We would love to hear from you! 
contact@beckettsbabies.com 
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