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Beyond the Ingénue

BY TODD MATTHEWS

Theatre should be for everyone,
right? If so, where are the

plays that emphasize the
experiences of women over 40
and establish strong roles for
them? It’s an issue three local
organizations—REwrights,
Bleecker St. Playhouse, and
DramaQueen Playwrights Lab—
aim to resolve by creating theatre
with meaningful roles and
stories for middle-aged women.
Here’s a closer look at how

their efforts are sparking new
opportunities and experiences
for local playwrights, actors, and

even audiences. »

REwrights

How do you prepare for an audition
when the only character description
provided is “hot mom”?

Actor Jenn Ruzumna faced such a
situation in 2013 while auditioning for
films. “The roles my agent sent me out
for were, literally, ‘hot mom, ‘workout
mom, or ‘mom juggling whatever,”
recalled Ruzumna, who also noticed the
roles largely called for young ingénues
or much older women, with no room for
middle-aged women like her. “I thought,
‘What’s happening?”

Lisa Every, a fellow actor and one of
Ruzumna’s closest friends, could empa-
thize. “I didn’t feel like there were a lot
of ‘middle-aged’ women roles available
to the many, many great actresses in
Seattle who were suited for those roles,”
Every said.

o

REwrights co-founders
Jenn Ruzumna and Lisa Every.

Every posed to Ruzumna the idea
of working together to write and pro-
duce their own plays featuring strong
stories and roles for women. Over the
past 12 years—and under the moniker
REwrights (the “R” for Ruzumna; the “E”
for Every)—the pair has written three
full-length plays exploring motherhood,
female friendship, and feminism, with
women over 40 as central characters.

“T just was much more interested in
putting my energy somewhere that felt
more productive creatively,” Every said.
“I wanted to spend my time feeling
positive about my work. REwrights and
working with Jenn did that.”

It's a creative collaboration that
Every, 59, and Ruzumna, 53, couldn’t
have predicted when they first met in
the early 2000s while performing in
productions at the Capitol Hill Arts
Center and Freehold Theatre. Today,
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the pair are like sisters, drawn to the
same kinds of stories and ways to tell
them. “We have a common language,”
Ruzumna explained. “We’ve also had
very similar lives, with young kids who
kind of grew up at the same time.”

Their dark comedy Happy, Happy,
Happy... (Macha Theatre Works, 2017)
centers on longtime friends Lauren and
Anne. Lauren’s grandmother just died,
her son Caleb is turning 19 years old,
and her jogging-obsessed husband is
absent. Meanwhile, Anne has a secret—
she’s sleeping with Caleb and may be in
love with him.

The Fifth Wave (Macha Theatre
Works, 2022) explores the challenges
facing middle-aged feminist icon
and women’s studies professor Maxx
Cheevie, portrayed by seasoned actor
Mari Nelson. When an alleged sexual
assault rocks the campus, Cheevie
struggled with whether to rally along-
side her students or remain ensconced
in the comfortable life she’s carved out
for herself at a private university.

Their magical realism play The Park
(Macha Theatre Works and Seattle
Public Theater, 2024) explores existen-
tial and metaphysical themes through
the lives of two longtime friends, Bev
and Libby, who gather on the same park
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Left: REwrights co-founders
Lisa Every and Jenn Ruzumna.

Above: Mari Nelson in The Fifth Wave.
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bench, under the same tree, for their
entire lives and beyond, as generations
of strangers pass in and out with their
own challenges.

Asforwhat’s next, the pair has written
the first draft of a new play but declined
to share details. What’s certain, though,
is that it will feature women over 40 in
strong and central roles.

“We take so long to write a play. It’s
just how we are,” said Ruzumna. “There
are so many women of a certain age
going out for so few roles. The talent in
this community is amazing. It would
be a goal of mine to get more content
out there, to give more opportunities to
women.”

Bleecker St. Playhouse

If Bleecker St. Playhouse’s three co-
founders had any doubts about what
they envisioned for their brand-new
theatre company, those doubts were set
aside during their sold-out play festival
and fundraiser, “Women of a Certain
Age,” which was held in June at Theatre
Off Jackson. More than 100 attendees
raised more than $15,000 while watch-
ing 10-minute plays by local play-
wrights Kate Danley, Christine Deavel,
Darian Lindle, and Emily Golden.

The organization was created in late
2024 by Bryar Freed-Golden, Kaelyn
Langer Mendonca, and Ann Pielli,
who were working on a production of
Emily Golden’s play Gale at Shoreline
Community College when Freed-
Golden floated the idea of starting a the-
atre company with Langer Mendonca,
43, and Pielli, 52.

Bleecker St. Playhouse aims to pro-
duce dynamic and nuanced stories, with
a strong emphasis on women’s experi-
ences, especially those of women over
40. The name is a nod to Manhattan’s
Bleecker Street. This vibrant and ener-
getic area was a cultural and artistic
epicenter for the trio when they lived
in New York at different times earlier in
their lives.

“It has long bothered me that for
women, and especially those over the
age of 40, there were so few stories being
told about their lives, using their voice,”
said Freed-Golden, who is in her sixties.
Over the course of her 40-year career as
a theatre actor, director, producer, and
educator, Freed-Golden said she has
tried to offer creative opportunities and
roles for women who might feel margin-
alized or overlooked. “But it never felt
like enough,” she added. “I knew that
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Bleecker St. Playhouse co-founders
Ann Pielli, Bryar Freed-Golden, and
Kaelyn Langer Mendonca.

[starting a theatre company] was the
only way to change the narrative.”

With momentum from this summer’s
fundraiser, Bleecker St. Playhouse will
stage a production of David Lindsay-
Abaire’s Tony Award-winning play
Good People, which explores issues of
class through Margie Walsh, a single
mother recently fired from her cashier’s
job at a dollar store, who cares for her
disabled adult daughter and lives in
blue-collar South Boston. The play will
run at West of Lenin in November, with
Freed-Golden as the director, Langer
Mendonca as a producer, and Kat Rose
Agnew as the assistant producer.

“[The fundraiser’s success] felt like a
testament that this is what is needed,”
said Langer Mendonca. “Someone at
the event told me, ‘I have a friend who’s
an actress in her forties and wants to get
back into the theatre. I would love to get
her in touch with you.’ It just feels like
the time is now for this.”

The rare email you want
to receive on a Friday
afternoon.
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DramaQueen
Playwrights Lab

For the past 25 years, Karen Kinch’s
DramaQueen Theatre has provided
development and production oppor-
tunities for local women playwrights.
That goal remains the same, but with
a slight pivot. DramaQueen Theatre
is transforming itself into a peer-led
playwright collective for women “of a
certain age,” and rebranding itself as
DramaQueen Playwrights Lab. Initially,
the Lab will focus on supporting women
playwrights 50 and older—a cohort that,
according to Kinch, faces fewer oppor-
tunities and pathways to develop and
produce new plays.

“It is long past
time to bring an
end to decades of
silencing and

marginalization.”
—Karen Kinch

In addition to the name change, the
Lab will be truly collaborative. Instead
of serving as artistic director, a role
Kinch held at DramaQueen Theatre,
she will be one member of a collective
group providing workshops, script
development, creative peer support,
and opportunities to collaborate with
other theatre artists. The Lab is in the
early stages of defining its current
programs, and a public meeting will be
held in the fall to share more informa-
tion about how people can offer support
and get involved.

“The assumption seems to be that
we’re too old, we've aged out, we’re
past our prime,” Kinch explained. “It
is long past time to bring an end to
decades of silencing and marginaliza-
tion. The DramaQueen Playwrights
Lab will be an essential part of making
that happen.”

Todd Matthews is a Seattle writer, editor,
and journalist whose work has appeared
in more than two dozen publications in
printand online over the past 30 years.
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