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I had the opportunity to correspond with Kevin Joseph Kelly about his work as a Cleveland director, what inspires him, and how the

power of good has changed his life. Here’s what I found out.

 
 
 
KM: What came first for you- acting or directing?

KJK: Acting came first to me. My first role was Bert Healy in Annie in Pittsburgh, PA. I got the role through knowing some friends [who were] in the show.
They needed another butler and company person, and since I had just bought my first car, I was able to do it. Someone dropped out, and then I became
Bert Healy. When the reviews came out, I saw my name at the bottom of the review and, well, that was like watching jet afterburners kick in- I was hooked.

 
KM: Were you always into theater growing up, or was it something you found later?
KJK: Theatre came late to me in life. First, I was primarily a tennis player and my goal was to make the pro circuit or become a teaching pro. When my
knees went out in college, my pro aspirations were gone, and then the teaching pro path seems appropriate. Through tennis though, I met connections
that led to the second part of my life, which was working for a financial company, and that was my only job I had for 16 years.

Then in December of 1989, I did Annie. Then when my work took me to Ohio in 1993, theatre came back into my life- I did a production of Falsetto's at The

Beck Center for the Performing Arts. That is when I knew I wanted to pursue theatre full time, and so I did at the end of the next year.

 
KM: Did you go to school for directing or did it come naturally to you by doing it?
KJK: I’m not schooled in theatre, I learned on the job both as an actor and director. Soon after I started acting, I started to get a sense that I would like to
direct someday, so I watched and took everything in around me. Most importantly, I listened to everyone, what they liked and didn’t like and that taught me
a lot.  That on the job training culminated in directing Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat at the Beck Center in 1998, and it became the
highest grossing show in Beck history at that point. So that jump started my directing career and I am also grateful to [Beck Center artistic director] Scott
Spence for giving me that opportunity, and to the other artistic directors for asking me to join their theatre as a guest director.
 
 
KM: How do you prepare/research for a new project?
KJK: To prepare for a new project, I usually take the show and read it, and listen to it, and write down the ideas that come into my head. Those images that
pop into my head are usually the building blocks for how the show will be structured, and then I use all the sources that are available- I talk to friends who
have done the show, I check out all the media available on the internet, I Google key points about the show and process the information. I try to stay true to
the initial vision that I had about the show that drew me to the project.

 
KM: As a director, what’s the hardest part about the audition process?
KJK: The hardest part of an audition process is when you have to choose between two people or more that could all do the role. The choice then becomes
fitting that person into the show based on the gut instinct of what personality will best fit the show- this is the toughest because each one of them could do
it. It depends what direction you want the show to go into or [where you are directing] the character, and you respect them so much for auditioning for your
project.

 
KM: Who and/or what keeps you grounded and going through a rough tech week process?
KJK: Tech week is really based on preparation and working with professional people. All of that has to be done up front, and if you take the time to cast the
right group of team members, tech week becomes less stressful people you are surrounded with- pros with great people and communication skills.

 
KM: Do you have a favorite Cleveland-area venue in which to work? If so, why is it so great?
KJK: I don’t have a favorite venue in Cleveland, but as far as directing, currently the Cassidy Theatre [in Parma] is the best fit nowadays. There is a great
synergy between myself and the theatre, and the shows have been very successful there (knock on wood).
 
As an actor, I miss the days at the Cleveland Playhouse when I worked with Bill Hoffman. We worked on two major projects: the children’s theatre which
premiered new works, and the cabaret series in the now defunct Club Room. Those were incredible days working within the walls of a nationally respected
institution with a great mentor.
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KM: What’s your favorite musical you’ve ever directed?
KJK: My favorite musical I have directed so far is Children of Eden, and I am ready to do it again! But a guilty pleasure would be directing the musical
Beehive again.

 
KM: What show haven’t you directed yet that you really really really want to work on?
KJK: In the future, I would love to direct Les Miserables… that would be incredible.

 
KM: Do you have any advice for aspiring directors?
KJK: My advice for aspiring directors is to pursue directing opportunities at a theatre that you have performed in a lot. You are more likely to get a shot at
directing at a venue you have performed at for some time. Spend discussion time with the artistic director or the decision makers on how you could have a
directing opportunity, and on what you need to do to make that happen. Also, don’t be afraid to ask the question, “do I really have a chance here?” If you
don’t, you need to know that so you can move on to other venues that will give you an honest chance.
 
 
KM: How does the Cleveland theater scene support and foster young directors?
KJK: I would hope in the future that more Cleveland theatres create more opportunities for new directors to work and help develop them. CPT is doing a
great job. To be a director is a tough decision because you open yourself up to a lot of criticism from armchair quarterbacks, but you need support and
guidance to help you deal with those situations and to hone your craft from those who have gone through the fire already. The pay off of a good
production is beautiful.

 
KM: What inspires you creatively?
KJK: Good, talented people inspire me on the front end, and hearing the audience laugh and react to a show is the inspiration to keep going on.

 
KM: You’ve also been active in the community with your karaoke events: what got you started doing this and what keeps you involved with it?
KJK: At the present time, I have taken some time away from hosting karaoke. 2009 was a year filled with great loss for my family, primarily the loss of my
mother who was also my roommate. So for a while, I need to streamline my theatrical life a bit. KevinKellyoke is in a time out.

 
KM: TPOG- tell me about it and what it means to your life.
KJK: Many folks ask what TPOG means. Well it means The Power of Good. Simply, it is a motto that I am trying to live by in theatrical life to remain
supportive and positive in projects, to work with each other and not resort to unkind words about actors, theatres, and the like. TPOG means “let’s just work
together and get rid of the bull, and focus on what incredible joy we can create with this project”. And I repeat the phrase always because I am not perfect,
but if I say it, that means I have to walk the talk the best I can.

KM: How did this philosophy come about?
KJK: Usually on New Years Eve I stay in. I use that night to review the previous year, think about what I did right and what mistakes I made. I try to form a
plan for the coming year to create a more stress-free life.

Several years ago on one particular New Years Eve, some advice my mother gave me stuck in my head and resulted in [my] thinking about the phrase she
used- "the power of good". It stuck, and then I thought about using it as a rule to be a better person and theatre person, so the next day began TPOG.

In life, TPOG means trying to live the life my mother led- she was a woman without a mean bone in her body, never judged people, never had a bad word
to say about someone, and if there needed to be something said, it was done with thought and clarity and truth. For those who met my mother, her light is
very clear. I am not perfect, but at least every day I wake up and try to be the person that my mother was here on earth. I probably won’t achieve that, but
my life is better by trying to do it.
 
I use TPOG in theatre to try to create an environment that is healthy, that the actors cast in the show are there to create an event for the audience, they are
there to learn something new, or create something new for themselves, work together as a team, and not have the process crumble by the drama that can
be created with unhappy people or a disorganized process. I make this clear at the onset of auditions, so it is clear that is a drama-free zone. Is it perfect?
No, stuff can happen. But everyday of rehearsal I strive for it to be that way, and the results have been worth the time and seem to work.
 
###
 
If you’d like to get in touch with Kevin, you can find him on Facebook or contact him via email at kevinjosephkelly@aol.com.
 
Do you have a Cleveland, OH performing arts related story that would be of interest to readers here on Examiner.com? If so, contact Kate Miller at
KateMillerExaminer@yahoo.com.
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