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Type the following one-act play. 

THE BEGGAR AND THE KING  
a play in one-act  

by Winthrop Parkhurst 

 

CHARACTERS 

THE KING OF A GREAT COUNTRY  
HIS SERVANT  

A BEGGAR  
 
 

[A chamber in the palace overlooks a courtyard. The season is midsummer. The windows of the palace 
are open, and from a distance there comes the sound of a man's voice crying for bread.] 

[THE KING sits in a golden chair. A golden crown is on his head, and he holds in his hand a sceptre 
which is also of gold. A SERVANT stands by his side, fanning him with an enormous fan of peacock 
feathers.] 

THE BEGGAR: (outside) Bread. Bread. Bread. Give me some bread. 

THE KING: (languidly) Who is that crying in the street for bread? 

THE SERVANT: (fanning) O king, it is a beggar. 

THE KING: Why does he cry for bread? 

THE SERVANT: O king, he cries for bread in order that he may fill his belly. 

THE KING: I do not like the sound of his voice. It annoys me very much. Send him away. 

THE SERVANT: (bowing) O king, he has been sent away. 

THE KING: If that is so, then why do I hear his voice? 

THE SERVANT: O king, he has been sent away many times, yet each time that he is sent away he 
returns again, crying louder than he did before. 

THE KING: He is very unwise to annoy me on such a warm day. He must be punished for his impudence. 
Use the lash on him. 

THE SERVANT: O king, it has been done. 

THE KING: Then bring out the spears. 
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THE SERVANT: O king, the guards have already bloodied their swords many times driving him away 
from the palace gates. But it is of no avail. 

THE SERVANT: Hunger is as food to the lungs, O king. 

THE KING: His lungs I will wager are well fed. Ha, ha! 

THE SERVANT: But alas! his stomach is quite empty. 

THE KING: That is not my business. 

THE SERVANT: Should I not perhaps fling him a crust from the window? 

THE KING: No! To feed a beggar is always foolish. Every crumb that is given to a beggar is an evil seed 
from which springs another fellow like him. 

THE BEGGAR: (outside) Bread. Bread. Give me some bread. 

THE SERVANT: He seems very hungry, O king. 

THE KING: Yes. So I should judge. 

THE SERVANT: If thou wilt not let me fling, him a piece of bread thine ears must pay the debts of thy 
hand. 

THE KING: Ho! He has made no promise. Neither has he any king. Ha, ha, ha. I have commanded thee 
not to beg any more, for the sound of thy voice is grievous unto my ears. Touch thy forehead now to the 
floor, as I have commanded thee, and thou shall go from this palace a free man. Refuse, and thou wilt be 
sorry before an hour that thy father ever came within twenty paces of thy mother. 

THE BEGGAR: I have ever lamented that he did. For to be born into this world a beggar is a more 
unhappy thing than any that I know--unless it is to be born a king. 

THE KING: Fft! Thy tongue of a truth is too lively for thy health. Come, now, touch thy forehead thrice to 
the floor and promise solemnly that thou wilt never beg in the streets again. And hurry! 

THE SERVANT: (aside) It is wise to do as thy king commands thee. His patience is near an end. 

THE KING: Do not be afraid to soil the floor with thy forehead. I will graciously forgive thee for that. 

[THE BEGGAR stands motionless.] 

THE SERVANT: I said, it is not wise to keep the king waiting. 

 [He walks out. THE SERVANT, struck dumb, stares after him. THE KING sits in his chair, dazed.] 

THE KING: (suddenly collecting his wits) After him! After him! He must not be allowed to escape! After 
him! 
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THE SERVANT: (faltering) O king--I cannot seem to move. 

THE KING: Quick, then. Call the guards. He must be caught and put in chains. Quick, I say. Call the 
guards! 

THE SERVANT: O king--I cannot seem to call them. 

THE KING: How! Art thou dumb? Ah! 

[THE BEGGAR'S voice is heard outside.] 

THE BEGGAR: Bread. Bread. Give me some bread. 

THE KING: Ah. [He turns toward the window, half-frightened, and then, almost instinctively, raises his 
hands toward his crown, and seems on the point of tossing it out the window. But with an oath he 
replaces it and presses it firmly on his head.] How! Am I afraid of a beggar! 

THE BEGGAR: (continuing outside) Bread. Bread. Give me some bread. 

THE KING: (with terrible anger) Close that window! 

[THE SERVANT stands stupidly, and the voice of THE BEGGAR grows louder as the curtain falls.] 

 

CURTAIN 

  

Reprinted from The Atlantic Book of Modern Plays. Ed. Sterling Andrus Leonard. Boston: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1921. 


