A Brief History of
Mah Jongg

A Brief History of Mah Jongg

1

Faye Sholiton

A Brief History of Mah Jongg

1

ArtAge’s unique program has been featured in Wall Street Journal, LA
Times, Chicago Tribune, American Theatre, Time Magazine, Modern Maturity,
on CNN, NBC, and in many other media sources.
ArtAge is more than a catalog. We also supply information, news, and
trends on our top‐rated website, www.seniortheatre.com. We stay in touch
with the field with our very popular e‐newsletter, Senior Theatre Online.
Our President, Bonnie Vorenberg, is asked to speak at conferences and
present workshops that supplement her writing and consulting efforts.
We’re here to help you be successful in Senior Theatre!

We help older performers fulfill their theatrical dreams!
ArtAge Publications
Bonnie L. Vorenberg, President
PO Box 19955
Portland OR 97280
503‐246‐3000 or 800‐858‐4998
bonniev@seniortheatre.com
www.seniortheatre.com
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ArtAge supplies books, plays, and materials to older performers around
the world. Directors and actors have come to rely on our 30+ years of
experience in the field to help them find useful materials and information
that makes their productions stimulating, fun, and entertaining.
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Copyright: This play is fully protected under the Copyright Laws of the
United States of America, Canada, and all other countries of the Universal
Copyright Convention. The laws are specific regarding the piracy of
copyrighted materials. Sharing the material with other organizations or
persons is prohibited. Unlawful use of a playwrightʹs work deprives the
creator of his or her rightful income.
Cast Copies: Performance cast copies are required for each actor, director,
stage manager, lighting and sound crew leader.
Changes to Script: Plays must be performed as written. Any alterations,
additions, or deletions to the text must be approved.

Permission to Film: Rights to produce, film, or record, in whole or in part,
in any medium or in any language, by any group amateur or professional,
are fully reserved.
Playwright’s Name: Whenever the title appears, the playwright’s name
must be directly beneath the title, on a line by itself, no less than 50% of the
font size of the title.

Royalty: Royalties are due when you perform the play for any audience,
paying or non‐paying, professional or amateur. This includes readings,
cuttings, scenes, and excerpts.

The royalty for amateur productions of this show is posted online. It is
payable two weeks prior to your production. Contact us for professional
rates or other questions. Royalty fees are subject to change.
Insert the following paragraph in your programs:
Performed with special permission from ArtAge Publications’ Senior
Theatre Resource Center at 800‐858‐4998, www.seniortheatre.com
A Brief History of Mah Jongg © 2013 by Faye Sholiton
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF MAH JONGG
by
Faye Sholiton
For my mother – and her friends.

JANET: Age 75. Organized a Mah Jongg game in 1970 that marked the rhythms
of her adult life. She kept a journal about the four friends who met every
Monday for 20 years. A devoted wife and mother. Kept an immaculate house but
couldn’t (or wouldn’t) boil water. Died in March 2012.
WINNIE: Also 75. Janet’s lifelong friend. A bitter divorce left her
scrambling to support her children. Through it all she never missed a Mahj
game, a house payment, or a chance to eat dessert.
HELEN: At 78, she is a former beauty queen who can find a man without even
trying. Her motto, not shared by her daughter, is, “Grab a man and keep him
happy. If he’s got a bank account, so much the better.” She’s fun to be with, hard
to shop for. A good time as long as she’s not your mother.
MARJ: 72 years old and the only player at the table who actually cares about the
game. Does everything by the book and owns thousands of them. Cared for
elderly parents for years, leaving her available only on Monday afternoons.
LISSA: Janet’s daughter, now 45. An expert on all things environmental. Shortly
after her mother’s death, she has convened the Monday Girls for an explanation
of what abruptly ended their game 22 years earlier.
YOUNG LISSA: Janetʹs daughter as she was at age 20. Passionate, angry,
hypercritical. Can be performed by the stage directions’ reader.
Place
The living room of a suburban Cleveland home.
Time
April 2012.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF MAH JONGG
Setting: A stage cluttered with moving boxes and packing material. At Center is
a card table with four chairs. The table is set for a Mah Jongg game. Under the table is a
thin suitcase.

JANET: (reading) “A Brief History of Mah Jongg. (And then from memory.) April 6,
1970. It is said that the game of Mah Jongg is some twenty‐six hundred years old,
arriving in China around the time of Confucius, inexplicably, centuries before the
invention of carryout containers. […] But American Mah Jongg came much later,
specifically the early 20th century, when our bubbes on the East Coast discovered
that something was missing from their lives. Carryout food, for one. And while
they were at it, they decorated the living room...which until now had stood
empty as a desert...with Chinoiserie. I love that word. It sounds like chazzerai and
connotes ‘something you could live without, by why should you? Around the
same time, our foremothers also began collecting thin little suitcases that held
little ivory tiles. They set aside three or four hours every week, same time
always, and declared it Mahj Day or Mahj Night. Always with the same people.
Other women who spoke the language of “one crack, two dot, three bam.”
“Soap” had a whole new meaning. These women passed their sets to their girls.
And God forbid they had more than one daughter. I mean, with sons, you could
divide up the football tickets, fifty‐fifty, or the proceeds from the house. But with
daughters…how do you split a Mahj set? It was a riddle for King Solomon. The
men learned to tolerate the whole package, ignoring the oversize furniture and
chotchkes that turned the living room into a Hong Kong bazaar. They even got a
taste for egg foo yung, which with a little imagination and a bagel, could have
been served at Sunday brunch. …We’ve picked Monday. Monday afternoon. It’s
going to be just the four of us: Helen, Winnie, Marjie and me. No substitutes. We
plan to collect a few quarters every week to put toward a vacation somewhere. In
the meantime, Mondays will be our little gift to ourselves. Winnie calls it our
reward for getting to a new week. I, of course, have no room to talk since I
haven’t changed my first diaper yet. But that will change in June. God willing. I
hope it’s a girl. I’ve already picked her name. Lissa. For my mother who left me
her Mahj set. The game is here today. I brought in egg rolls and egg foo yung.
We’ll eat under the needlepoint that Don had made for me. It says, Janet’s
kitchen. Never Open. He won’t say so, but tonight, I think he’s actually looking
forward to the leftovers.”
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At Rise: JANET enters and looks around. Noticing a bound journal, she picks it up.

A Brief History of Mah Jongg

3

(Off stage, chatter increases. HELEN, WINNIE and MARJ enter, engaged in
conversation. They will not notice JANET at any time. But when they see the table,
already set with racks and tiles, they stop in their tracks.)
WINNIE: (looking skyward) Oh, Janet.

HELEN: Glad sheʹs not around to see this.
WINNIE: Are you kidding?
HELEN: I was referring to the mess!
WINNIE: She’d be thrilled to see us again!
HELEN: She can see us.
WINNIE: You think? You think she’s also a little sad, then?
MARJ: She’s dead, Winnie.
WINNIE: I know that.
MARJ: As such, she doesn’t feel much of anything.
JANET: (She points an index finger at MARJ.) Zzzzt!
(MARJ slaps her neck, baffled.)
WINNIE: Still, it’s a shame.
HELEN: She loved this place.
MARJ: Not the kitchen. The woman couldn’t boil an egg.
JANET: (pointing) Zzzt!
(MARJ slaps her neck, as before.)
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JANET: Winnie. Dear Winnie.
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WINNIE: What I meant… it’s a shame she’s not here for …us.
MARJ: Since when do we get mosquitoes in Cleveland this time of year?
WINNIE: Ask Lissa. She’ll quote you chapter and verse on climate change.
Anyway, it was nice of her to invite us back.

WINNIE: Yes!
HELEN: She must’ve had a reason.
MARJ: Safe to say, it wasn’t about the game.
WINNIE: Could we give her the benefit of the doubt? She served a beautiful
lunch. Catered.
MARJ: You can doll it up all you want. Tuna salad is tuna salad.
WINNIE: And the éclairs were sinful.
MARJ: Winnie, your bundt cake was sinful.
WINNIE: Served on Janet’s china, for heaven’s sake!
HELEN: First time I’ve ever seen it.
MARJ: But we were still relegated to the kitchen.
HELEN: Her mother’s daughter.
WINNIE: “Don’t mahj where you eat.” That should have been on the
needlepoint.
MARJ: I felt like we were the last ants at a picnic.
JANET: (pointing) Zzzzt!
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MARJ: Was it?
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(MARJ slaps her neck again, more baffled than ever.)
WINNIE: It was delicious. And I didn’t see one scrap of food left on either of
your plates. Here she comes. (LISSA, 45, enters, drying her hands. JANET looks on.)
Lunch was delicious, honey. Mom would have been proud.

WINNIE: We’re fine.
MARJ: Come. Sit down!
LISSA: That was it! Coffee! I couldn’t find the plug.
WINNIE: She always kept it inside the pot.
LISSA: Really?
WINNIE: Unless it had coffee in it.
LISSA: Be right back. (to MARJ) Will you finish setting up?
MARJ: With pleasure.
(MARJ begins to set up the last of the tiles. The others reach in to help. They freeze.)
JANET: “April 7, 1980. A banner day in the history of Mah Jongg. I picked up the
new rules today at Cedar Center. The line snaked all the way to Corky &
Lenny’s. For the first 20 people, they threw in a 1980 calendar. I know you
shouldn’t look a gift horse and all that, but the year’s nearly half gone already.
But that’s not the main event on this glorious spring day. Winnie, Helen, Marj
and I are about to celebrate a full decade of Mondays together. While we’ve been
shuffling tiles, Winnie lost a husband and gained 20 pounds. Helen’s buried a
husband, married another and proudly boasts that she can rub the numbers off
any credit card before its expiration date, just from normal use. Marjie has cared
for and buried two parents who had no idea who she was for nine years – and
polished off some 500 books, by her count. And my beautiful husband took me
to China to eat Chinese food morning, noon and night. And I have a daughter
who is my sun, moon and stars. She was well worth the wait. When I pulled out
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LISSA: Mom would’ve asked me why I used the china. Can I get anybody
anything else?
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my set this morning, it was Lissa’s voice I heard. She was little again, (not that
she’s such an Amazon at 49 pounds) waiting for the Monday Girls to leave. From
the time she was three, she helped put away the tiles, calling out each one by
name. And on the last tile, which was always the same, she’d announce,ʺOne
bam!ʺ and give me a playful punch on the arm. Then we’d both say (in a childish
voice) Thank you, ma’am!”

WINNIE: Wait!
MARJ: What.
WINNIE: The rules! These are from 1990.
MARJ: Relax. I picked some up.
HELEN: For everyone?
MARJ: You thought it would go better if we played by different rules? (MARJ
distributes the rules.) Hot off the presses.
WINNIE: Wow. Two thousand twelve.
MARJ: This isn’t news, Winnie. Is it?
HELEN: Does Lissa even play?
WINNIE: Where would she find the time?
HELEN: Is she still throwing blood on hapless shoppers?

END OF FREEVIEW
You’ll want to read and perform this show!
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(WINNIE, MARJ and HELEN resume setting up the tiles or walls of tiles

