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The nineteenth profile in the Cleveland Performing Arts Examiner ACTOR PROFILE series features

actor and Garfield Heights native, AARON JOHNSON LEVY. This series (in interview form) is in

process to “get to know” some of our own northeastern Ohio talent. Profiles will feature equity and

non-equity actors, stage and screen actors, as well as young, old and in-between actors. These are

your peers and your neighbors - please enjoy!

Full Name: Aaron Johnson Levy 

Age: 31 

Years acting: 2

Year in school/ School name: First-year Doctoral Student at CSU Schools of Urban Affairs and
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Communication. Area of research: “Celebrity Philanthropy” 

Training: Houde School of Acting (Cleveland Heights) 

Resident city: Garfield Heights, Ohio

Kate Miller: Why did you go back to school, Aaron? 

Aaron Johnson Levy: Well in 2002, I started a non-profit, but didn't really have the skills to run it. So

in 2006, I searched for Master's programs in Nonprofit Studies. That's when I found out about the

Hebrew University Philanthropy degree. And because it was the first year of the program, tuition was

funded by... philanthropists!

KM: What exactly does the study of Celebrity Philanthropy mean???

AJL: It is actually a brand new field of study. The first scholarly book on the topic (titled "Celebrity

Philanthropy") is being edited as we speak. I'm one of at least three doctoral students in the country

focusing specifically on the area. But your question has helped me realize that I am misusing the

term. If "philanthropy" is defined as an "active effort to promote human welfare" (i.e. through charities,

the third sector), then I study "Celebrity Involvement in the Third Sector" - which also includes

celebrities who engage in "philanthropic" acts solely for the positive effects on image - clearly not an

effort to promote human welfare, although these acts can and often do.

KM: What do you want to do with that education? 

AJL: Upon completing my doctorate, I want to: (a) teach & conduct research at the University of

Southern California, (b) advise new celebrities on how to maximize their philanthropic impact, (c)

continue pursuing my artistic endeavors in acting and writing.

KM: When you were a kid, what did you want to be when you grew up? 

AJL: I recently found a Career Day homework assignment that I completed during my early years in

elementary school. The concluding statement said, “when I grow up, I want to ‘help people’.”

KM: Why did you start acting? 

AJL: My mother used to say that I should be an actor, but I always assumed she didn’t really know

what she was talking about. Even after I got a full scholarship to attend a Master’s program in

Philanthropy in Israel, her response was, “You have all this TALENT and you’re not doing anything

with it!” So a year or so later, while in Israel, I decided to audition for Rent because I felt that I had too

much free time. That audition changed the course of my life.

KM: Do you sing? 

AJL: At Karaoke. Often. Very often.

KM: What’s your favorite karaoke song to perform? 

AJL: Wow, that is a tough one. But I have one. It's The Beatles' "Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da" (3 steps down).

Or anything from Rocky Horror (especially Janet's parts, in a hearty falsetto).



KM: Do you dance? 

AJL: I have not been trained, but I have attended classes at the famous “Millennium” and “The Edge”

studios in Los Angeles. (And that was also when I decided not to pursue a dance career.)

KM: What’s your favorite role you’ve ever played? 

AJL: “Tom Collins” in the first Israeli production of Rent.

KM: If you ever got the chance, would you do Rent again?

AJL: That's a good question. I guess I would have to evaluate the situation. But also... the Rent

directors later told me that they considered me for Collins and Angel. So I could see myself playing

Angel somewhere at some point.

KM: What is your dream role? 

AJL: Pop Star biopic (i.e. disco’s Sylvester); or a Drag Queen drama. It’s a matter of playing to my

strengths. I have the ability of a dancer (to interpret music w/ the body), the “soul” of a singer, and the

personality of an actor. Thus, when those elements are combined into one role (as is the case with

drag performance), I am unique and at my best.

KM: How does acting for the screen differ from the stage? 

AJL: I believe the artistic core of stage and screen acting are the same; the performance must be an

expression of the actor. The difference is in the technical aspects.

KM: You've been in a music video - tell me about that!

AJL: Making the music video was awesome. I didn't know what to expect. And I didn't know anyone,

but early in the day I went for a walk to the market with a group of teens. It was GREAT! Talking about

Beyonce, and Britney, and the upcoming RIHANNA concert!!! So we got back and everyone started

creating entertainment to cope with all the waiting around. It was a cool bonding experience. That

atmosphere continued throughout the shoot.

KM: Why do you love acting? 

AJL: Someone recently asked me this question. My response was exactly this: “(a) I believe that all

the extreme & bizarre experiences that I’ve had in my life - the places I’ve lived, and the people I’ve

known - happened for a greater purpose. So for me, acting is about storytelling; telling the stories

about the things I’ve seen and experienced; and (b) more importantly, it’s what I do best. It is where I

find the greatest success.”

KM: Who are your favorite actors and actresses? 

AJL: Reese Witherspoon.

KM: Why Reese? 

AJL: Reese is probably my favorite actor because of her portrayal of Tracy Flick in the movie Election.

It was a kind of acting that I had never seen before - sort of dramatic comedy. Until then, I had only
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seen comedies with silly characters, and dramas with dramatic characters. But Tracy Flick was so

SERIOUS; so committed to her weirdness. I think that might be the niche for me.

KM: How do you prep for an audition? 

AJL: All the roles I have received I landed by just being myself. So when I get sides, I try to find myself

in the character, and vice versa.

KM: How do you reward yourself for getting a role you wanted? 

AJL: Una botella de fine wine.

KM: What do you do to get through a rough tech week? 

AJL: Enjoy the company of the cast.

KM: What’s the hardest part about acting? 

AJL: Not “acting”. We often modify the way we act in everyday life based upon our surroundings, and

so that is also the biggest temptation when acting. I think reaching that vulnerable state is the hardest

part.

KM: Hobbies? 

AJL: I played NCAA tennis, and still play. Tennis & karaoke are two favorite hobbies.

KM: Random- Paper or plastic? 

AJL: Paper.

KM: Random- Democrat? Republican? Other? 

AJL: Libertarian.

KM: What’s your favorite spot to eat in Cleveland? 

AJL: Cheesecake Factory, but I actually prefer the Carrot Cake.

KM: Why do YOU think Cleveland rocks? 

AJL: I think every place has a ‘vibe’. About Cleveland I would say that “Cleveland keeps in real”. I just

got back from D.C., where power & egos run rampant. I don’t think egos could survive in Cleveland.

###

Do you have a Cleveland area performing arts related story or event? If so, contact Cleveland

Performing Arts Examiner KATE MILLER at KateMillerExaminer@yahoo.com with your pitch!
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