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I was honored to correspond with Scott Spence, artistic director of the Beck Center for the Arts. He started as an actor and branched out into directing,

which is where we start this story.

KM: What got you into directing? What prepared you for it?
SS: The theater bug bit when I was in 9th grade in Florida. Our high school had, what seemed to me, to be a really committed
drama program. So from that point on, until junior year of college, I was a devoted actor- hoping to make a living at it! My folks met
in the theater- so I was sort of "born in a trunk", as they say. However, as an actor I was really neither fish nor fowl, and I had to
come to terms with the fact that there were simply a ton of people far more talented than I was. I turned to directing during my
senior year, and felt a much stronger pull. 

KM: Did you go to school for directing? Or were you able to transition into it via experience?
SS: I have an MFA from Western Illinois University. I am a believer that aspiring directors should take the extra 2 or 3 years and invest in the degree.
Not only is it a terminal degree that allows for college teaching opportunities (which I have been grateful for over the years), but it also allows that
director to get a few more years of "life" under their belts. Life is certainly the best training ground of all in our field.
 
 
KM: What was the first project you directed?
SS: I actually directed once in high school... a Lorainne Hansbury One-Act called What Use Are Flowers? It’s about a hermit who encounters a group of
feral children. It was a wonderful intro for me and, though it was 4 years until I directed again, it made an impression. 

KM: When did you first get involved with the Beck Center and what brought you there?
SS: Post graduate school, I was languishing in Kansas City, Missouri working a regular 9-to-5 [ job] to make
ends meet, and doing whatever freelance theater I could at night- both directing acting. But the scene was
too sparse and I wasn't making headway, so upon the advice of some friends from school then in Cleveland, I
relocated and sort of started over. To get my feet wet, I auditioned at Beck in 1989 for Kiss Me Kate under the
direction of Bill Roudebush. He cast me, and within a year I was his associate. After 2 more seasons, he left
for greener pastures in NYC, and I was promoted. 

KM: What inspires you to get involved in the community?
SS: Obviously I believe that the Arts are one of the things that make a community stronger. I have always enjoyed the fact that my work involves many
more people from within the area, as opposed to from out of town. After 20 years, the circle that's formed is such a rich one. In terms of people who
have met at Beck, one aspect that is especially fun to look back on is the number of marriages and relationships that have occurred in all that time! It's
sort of a cultural phenomenon. I count myself and my wife Rachel among them. :) 

KM: What are some of your exciting career highlights? What are some of your most favorite?
SS: Wow... Sophie's Choice here! It's certainly great when you have those projects that just seem to gel at every angle. I have been especially proud of
Beck's ability to give Cleveland its first look at some shows, especially in our Studio Theater. A few titles that come to mind there are Eating Raoul, A
Man of No Importance, and Reefer Madness, as well as last season's Grey Gardens and Evil Dead: The Musical. I also feel good about tackling some
huge musicals in our larger theatre that might scare off many companies. It's such a great challenge to produce the likes of Tommy, Sweeney Todd
and Kiss of the Spiderwoman.
 
 
But we are thrilled to have TWO theaters- allowing us to focus equally on the amazing non-musical work out there as well. Producing shows like
Equus, Amadeus and M. Butterfly in top-notch fashion has been just as important. 

KM: What should we be looking forward to from you, artistically? What future projects are in the works?
SS: Well Beck Center certainly keeps me busy! We're well into the planning process for the 2010/2011 season, and it looks like there's gonna be a few
fun surprises in store. I am also thrilled to be out occasionally in the community when time allows. I am directing The Last Night of Ballyhoo at Case
Western Reserve University, which opens Feb. 12th, and will be part of the Cleveland State University “Summer Stages” series this season as well! 

KM: What keeps you going artistically each day?
SS: We complain on a daily basis about putting out fires.... yet it is precisely that which keeps us vital and alive as producers and directors. So I guess
the answer is “the challenges that each day brings.” Every single rehearsal we have brings a series of problem solving events. At the end of a 3 or 4
hour rehearsal it is not unusual to say "Hey! I think we fixed 75 things today". How many people can say that? There is great fulfillment in rising to
those challenges.  
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KM: What advice do you have for aspiring directors?
SS: Never underestimate collaboration. I have no shame in saying that my successes as an artist have been so influenced by surrounding myself with
amazingly talented people. I sometimes think that young directors enjoy the power of the position a bit too much. If the production achieves success,
then it must be a byproduct of their strength as a leader. The fact is that the success of the whole is so very much the sum of its parts. Oh yeah... and
eat your vegetables. 

KM: How is the economic climate affecting your productions lately?
SS: In the 2009/2010 season we had little choice but to recognize that discretionary dollars spent on entertainment were
going to be competitively sought. Our season reflects that in the sense that it relies a bit more on "popular" titles and we
have certainly leaned on humor as well. In times like these, audiences want to laugh. We also took a one-season hiatus
from our Studio Theater season to both concentrate on marketing our larger theater, and also to revamp the space a bit.
"Evil Dead" took its toll! But we actually knew going in that we were going to do some refurbishing, and that allowed us to
go wild. I am pleased to say however, that our smaller theater will make a triumphant return in 2010/2011.  

KM: How do you think fellow directors, designers and actors can help the Beck Center and the arts in general dig out of these
tricky times?

SS: I always hope that artists will be active advocates for the institutions where they ply their trades. I am always touched when an actor or designer
says that Beck is "my home". I feel like we're doing something right to garner that. Every theater has a base, and I think it should be our obligation to
make that base as large and eclectic as we can. I think we all (the local theaters) get tagged with the clique label. And I think most of us would say it's
patently untrue! Yes, we all can rely on the comfort of knowing we have people around us we can trust. That's human nature. But the growth in any
Arts institution depends upon a steady influx of new blood. I know there are artists out there that'll call BS on this, but I think I speak for many of my
peers when I say "continue to make yourself known!"  

KM: What did you want to be when you were growing up?
SS: I was jealous of Cousin Robbie on The Brady Bunch.... I wanted it to be me! 
 
KM: To wrap up, is there a favorite theater quote that you have?
SS: Though it may be urban legend, I still like the Olivier quote to Hoffman: "Why don't you try acting my dear boy...it's ever so much easier!" (easier
than Dustin's method approach to Marathon Man.)
 
How about a quote I hate? "Consistency is the death of good Art". Huh? I know, I know- keep it fresh. But then, what do we do with actors who
consistently keep it fresh?
###
 
Do you have a performing arts related story that would be appropriate for this column? Contact KATE MILLER at KateMillerExaminer@yahoo.com.
 
REMEMBER:
 
1. Subscribe to this performing arts column!
2. TELL YOUR FRIENDS!
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