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which are well attended. Various clubs and organizations frequently 
request performances. Over the course of one year, the senior troupe 
stages several hundred performances. 

The group is supported by the Friends of Stagebridge, comprised of 
independent and group donors, as well as by grants from government 
agencies, foundations, and private corporations. It charges fees for its 
services but usually on a sliding scale, depending on the situation. 

Adapting to Entertain 
Senior theatre works because it doesn’t rely on set formulas or 
procedures. It’s all about flexibility and adaptation. It can be drama or 
comedy, inexpensive or extravagant, a singing duo or an extensive cast. 
But across the board, it’s fun, as participants attest. 

Two veteran senior theatre performers, both acquaintances of Bonnie 
Vorenberg, have found their experiences challenging and rewarding. 
Though their involvement with performers and performance styles are 
different, they eagerly anticipate the many opportunities to teach and to 
entertain. 

Prosper Egan, 63, of Hilton Head, SC, has been involved in senior theatre 
for six years. She has focused on presenting reproductions of old-time 
radio shows, such as George and Gracie, Baby Snooks, and the The 
Great Gildersleeve. She and her colleagues have performed at nursing 
homes, senior centers, assisted living centers, and a variety of other 
venues from Savannah, GA to Charleston, SC.  

“It [senior theatre] provides some social outlet,” says Egan, who acts, 
directs, and produces. “I’m busier now than I was when I was working.” 
She hits the road with a continually expanding company that currently 
includes 17 older adults.  

“Where people can’t come to us,” she says, “we go to them.” It’s nearly 
as much fun from the audience perspective as from the performer 
perspective, according to Egan. “We’re remarkably well received,” she 
says with pride. 

She welcomes prospective performers with open arms. “I don’t audition 
anyone because I don’t want to turn anyone away,” she says. Difficulty 
with memorizing or speaking? No problem. In a wheelchair? Your talents 
are what’s important, according to Egan.  

Egan finds that it’s fun to include audience participants at venues such as 
nursing homes or senior centers. She often recruits volunteers to hold up 
“applause” or “laugh” signs on cue, generating playful responses from 
audiences immersed in the performance. 

Senior theatre, while relatively easy to launch, provides incredible rewards 
to its participants, says Egan. Starting one can be as easy as placing an 
ad in a local newspaper. It can also be inexpensive as well. Productions 
can be staged with or without costumes, using both live and recorded 
sound effects. The focus remains on developing participants’ talents and 
offering them an outlet. 

On a somewhat larger and more lavish scale, Irene Chapman of Van 
Nuys, CA, stages a two-hour show, Two Grandmas from Brooklyn, that 
has toured nationwide. The 75-year-old voice teacher has been involved 
with senior theatre for 15 years. 

Performing locally and nationally, Chapman customizes musical selections 
and jokes to appeal to audiences in nursing homes, private parties, senior 
centers, military bases, and supper clubs. “We make it very much fun,” 
she says. 

Senior theatre provides a welcome outlet for the 
passionate performer who likes to meet people. The many 
venues at which she performs afford that opportunity. She 
enjoys the challenge of continually adding to the act and 
keeping the material fresh.  

Chapman says her repertoire includes a variety of show 
tunes, operatic pieces, classics, and some old favorites. 
She customizes each performance to target specific 
audiences, many of which include older adults. “We get 
such a thrill when audiences tell us ‘You brought back 
memories,’ ” she says. 

The popular outlet for older adults to display their acting 
and comedic talents offers a number of variations on 
acting venues. Elders can participate in such programs as 
storytelling partnerships operated at local schools; classes 
and workshops on acting, storytelling, playwriting, singing, 
and improvisation; matinee school performances providing 
specialized messages to students; and even performing 
arts camps for older adults. 

Rewarding Response 
Stagebridge’s oldest active performer is 91. Though the 
group is a bit fluid, there are a number of performers 
who’ve been involved for 10 years or more. The record-
holder has been involved for 26 years. Some performers 
memorize their lines, while others prefer to read them 
from cards. Some have physical limitations and use canes 
and walkers on stage. “Virtually all of our performers tend 
to be proud, as is the nature of actors, so they’ll do all 
they can not to go on stage with a walker or cane,” 
Kandell says. “One lung-cancer patient played a hooker 
and hid her oxygen tank beneath this humongous skirt.” 

Some have decided to stop being active after a while, and 
some have performed up to a week before they passed 
away. Some have had mild dementia. A few have even 
gone on to do some professional work on TV, in 
commercials, print ads, and bit parts in films. 

While Stagebridge occasionally offers Shakespearean 
scenes or portions of age-related plays such as On Golden 
Pond or Driving Miss Daisy, the vast majority of the 
material is original, and much is commissioned from local 
playwrights. Kandell and his recently retired codirector, 
Linda Spector, have also written a good deal, and Kandell 
still directs a number of performances. 

“A lot of the professional literature that deals with aging 
has been done a million times,” he says. “We needed plays 
on specific subjects like depression, volunteering, love, 
sex, growing old, caregiving, and other topics that deal 
with real issues. Plays don’t exist for that, so we needed to 
create our own.” 

And while Kandell takes pride in Stagebridge’s 
accomplishment, he says his greatest reward has been 
threefold. “Personally, this is a fantastic opportunity to 
work with people in the latter stages of their lives, doing 
things they really want to be doing, challenging 
themselves, being creative, giving back, and passing on 
stories. As far as the performers go, I don’t know how  
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