
OUR INTERVIEW WITH SARAH RUHL 
 

 

 
Sarah Ruhl is a professor, essayist, and two-time Pulitzer Prize-nominated playwright whose 

plays include Eurydice, The Clean House, and In the Next Room. She’s also a book author – see 

below for more on her new memoir Smile: The Story of a Face. And . . . she’s a Betsy-Tacy fan! 

Michelle May reached out to her with some of our favorite BT questions for authors, and we’re 

thrilled to share Sarah’s responses.  

 
   
Michelle: Tell us about your history with the Betsy-Tacy books! When did you first 

pick one up, have you read them all (including Emily and Carney), have you reread 

them, what makes them special to you, etc.? 

 

Sarah: I’ve read all the books with Betsy at the center (MULTIPLE times) but I have 

not yet read Emily’s or Carney’s books. (My sister has.) My sister Kate and I were both 

avid readers and passed the books back and forth. As a child, they were more than 

books to me – they were like actual friendships I had. My sister and I belonged to the 

Betsy-Tacy Society in high school and dressed up for a trivia contest in the Chicago 

area. She and I came in first and second place! 

  



 
From An Interview with Sarah Ruhl by Victoria Myers, The Interval, October 12, 2014 

 

Michelle: Do you have a favorite? 

 

Sarah: My favorite book . . . hmmm . . . I can’t choose, they’re like children. There’s 

something about how real they feel, since they are based on real people Maud Hart 

Lovelace loved. Knowing that, one feels transported into a real tapestry of friendship 

and love, and it feels somehow like more than reading – one can sort of live into the 

books. I think that’s why they have such a cult-like loyal readership. Kate and I went 

to Mankato with our children and sat on the bench, saw all the houses, I touched Uncle 

Keith’s theatrical trunk upon which Betsy wrote. It was like a religious pilgrimage! 

 

Michelle: How has your work been influenced by the Betsy-Tacy books or by Maud 

Hart Lovelace? 

 

Sarah: Hugely, as my whole life has been influenced by them. I started reading them in 

second grade and read them and reread them all through college. They were a 

talisman, a comfort, a path forward as a woman writer. Without making a big fuss 

about it, Betsy Ray simply was a woman writer, even as a young girl. Her friends 

thought nothing of helping her copy her stories and send them out to ladies’ 

magazines. Her father sent her to the library for study and hot chocolate on the 

weekends, taking her ambition seriously from a young age. I love Maud’s humor, her 

love for her characters, her empathy, and the ordinary details of a rich life and rich 

friendships. 

 

     



 
From An Interview with Sarah Ruhl by Victoria Myers, The Interval, October 12, 2014 

 

    
Sarah: In a more concrete way, Betsy and the Great World influenced my plays because 

it gave me an idea for my first full-length play – Passion Play. When Betsy goes to 

Oberammergau, she sees people whose simple lives seem almost holy playing Jesus. I 

thought: what if that wasn’t the case? And what about after the war? What if, as was 

the case during Hitler’s regime, the role of Christ was played by a Nazi sympathizer? 

What if the guy playing Pontius Pilate wanted the role played by his cousin? The seeds 

of those questions started my life as a playwright. 

 

      



 
 From Shelf Life: Sarah Ruhl by Riza Cruz, Elle, October 19, 2021 

 

Michelle: How do you relate to the books (or do you not?) – which character do you 

identify with most, do you have a lifelong best friend, was your childhood like Betsy’s? 

  

Sarah: I identify most with Betsy since she is a writer. My childhood was like Betsy’s 

in that I come from a loving family and was raised in the Midwest. My childhood was 

unlike Betsy’s in that it took me more time than it took her to find lifelong friends. I 

didn’t have Tacy across the street! Also, I think Betsy is that rare thing – an 

extroverted writer. 

 

       



 
From Sarah Ruhl: By the Book, New York Times, February 25, 2016 

 

Michelle: Is there any one scene from the books that sticks with you most? 

  

Sarah: I’ll never forget the moving scene of Betsy 

finding Tacy after Baby Bee died, knowing that her best 

friend would be somewhere crying, and then telling her 

a story to make her feel better. It’s an act of true 

friendship and faith. 

 

Michelle: If you could write an additional Betsy-Tacy 

book or story – a spinoff or a sequel of some sort – what would it be about? 

 

Sarah: I would never presume to write a sequel! But I’d love to do a theatrical 

adaptation one day. 

 



 
Note: Sarah has mentioned a theatrical adaptation  before! In a 2014 interview 

with The Interval, she said, “I think I might do an adaptation for The Children’s 

Theatre of Minneapolis of one of the books.” How marvelous would that be?!! 

In her new book Smile (described by Publishers Weekly as a “stunning work”), 

Sarah reflects on her long and arduous battle with Bell’s palsy after giving birth 

to twins. Says Publishers Weekly, “This incredibly inspiring story offers hope 

where it’s least expected.” 

  

 

 

 

If her sister or her husband is beside her in the theater, as the lights come down, 

Ruhl’s ritual is to whisper the words of a young, excited, theater-going Minnesota 

girl from her favorite childhood series, the Betsy-Tacy stories, words that to Ruhl 

signal “the experience of opening and of forgetting.” “The curtain goes up! The 

curtain goes up!” she says. 

 
From “Surreal Life: The Plays of Sarah Ruhl”  by John Lahr, The New Yorker, March 10, 2008  



 

 


