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Meredith Kaye Clark: 
Renaissance Woman
by Alice Hodge, Communications Associate

Google The Last Five Years star Merideth Kaye Clark and 
two things become immediately clear: one, she played 
Elphaba inWicked on the First National Tour and two, 
she is incredibly creative and talented. An accomplished 
musical theater professional and singer-songwriter, her 
work jumps from bootlegged performances in 2,500 
seat theaters to relaxed house shows with just her guitar 
and no end of songs from her two studio albums. Her 
voice ranges from boisterously brassy in “Suddenly 
Seymour” to her quietly haunting mash up “If I Only Had 
a (Blackbird)”.

She also has a Bachelor of Science in Neuroscience and 
Behavorial Biology from Emory Univeristy and plays 
every single melodic string instrument. All of them.

I sat down with Merideth before the designer run last 
week to chat with her about her craft, her music,  The 
Last Five Years and, of course, love.

I’d like to start with your path in the arts.
In a nutshell, how did you arrive here?

Merideth: Well, when I was two…just kidding. I had 
a really great arts education in my public school in 
Missouri, where I am from, and when I was in college, I 
didn’t pursue the arts because I majored in Neuroscience 
[at Emory University].

Yeah, we’re going to talk about that later…

So I got my degree in neuroscience, but I also played in 
the orchestra, I sang in the choir, I had a voice teacher 
and I was a part of a student theater group called “Ad 
Hoc” productions where we picked a musical every 
single semester and produced it. Those people became 
my circle and my people. By my senior year it was really 
obvious where I fi t – in the theater, but I had only taken 
a couple of classes and didn’t really know much about 
it other than being directed by other students. Then 
I went to New York for the summer and did the Cap21 
program at NYU. That was the fi rst time I learned about 
regional theater, the actor’s union and that there was a 
whole collection of performers that weren’t famous, but 
were working professionals. I never knew that before 
I was 21. So, then I decided “that’s what I want to do”. I 
didn’t want to do community theatre and I didn’t want 
to be a super star, I want to be a working actor, but I 
had no training, so then I went to grad school and got 
my masters in musical theater in California [at San 
Diego State University].  After I fi nished grad school in 
California, I was really focused on becoming a performer, 
so then I moved to New York.
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How do you identify as an artist? 
Are you a musician first, actor second?

That’s a really good question. And one that I don’t really 
know how to answer which is probably why I feel like a 
jack-of-all-trades. I identify as an acting musician, how 
about that? I think that acting is connecting to a story and 
connecting to an experience. And one of the best ways I 
know how to do it is through music. I talk sometimes, too. 
[laughs] But I’m more successful when I do it with music.

So, you started your M.F.A. program in musical 
theater with no real formal acting education?

Yeah and the crazy part was as part of my master’s degree, 
as part of my scholarship, was that I had to teach “Acting 
For Non-Majors.” So, I was 23, had never taken a formal 
acting class, and I was put in front of students, mostly 18 
year old, non-majors and they were looking to me about how 
to act.

The first semester was really rough. It was a lot of reading 
books and then teaching what I had just read. When I 
realized that I already knew a lot because I had produced 
and seen a lot of theater, I just needed to learn the how and 
the why of all these things that I already naturally knew.

In an interview, you mentioned that you 
had auditioned 93 times in your first year 
in New York and didn’t book a single show? 
How did you stick with it?

I thought that’s just what you had to do. I thought that was 
the right of passage. When I first moved to New York, I had 
three jobs and lived in a brownstone with five other girls. It 
was so beautiful, but it hadn’t ever been renovated. There 
were five of us and three bedrooms. One of my 3 jobs was 
a temp 9-5 job. I would wake up in the morning, get in line 
at Actor’s Equity Union building, sign up for an audition, go 
to my job, come back and do my audition during the lunch 
break – I always signed up for the lunch slot – go back and 
finish my job, and then go to whatever my night job was. I 
did that for a year and no wonder I didn’t book anything – I 
was exhausted. How can you have a successful audition 
when you are that tired? And I didn’t have an agent and I 
didn’t have connections. I didn’t go to a conservatory and 
that was the only way I knew to get people to see me. That 
first year was rough.

And then the first job I finally booked was from a 
recommendation from somebody who had worked with me 
before when they lost an actor and I was available. They 
gave me the job and from that moment on until where we 
are now, I’ve always had something on the horizon and that 
was twelve years ago.  

Let’s talk about The Last Five Years. You 
mentioned that you are most excited about 
the challenge of the construct of time in this 
piece. Can you talk about that challenge and 
if that has changed throughout rehearsal?

It’s still so hard, because I don’t get the journey that as 
an actor you really get to connect with from point A to B – 
what are experiences, how are they growing and changing 
and how are they becoming who they are now. I have to go 
backward. I have to start at the end of the journey and go 
backwards. It’s a mind game about the journey you take and 
how I can’t really rely on my natural growth and natural 
journey that you expect to go beat by beat. I’m constantly 
thinking about what chronologically happened instead of 
what actually happened on stage. It’s so much easier for 
Jamie because he gets to have his journey. [Laughs]

Do you find the change of style is a challenge? 
Or does it even feel to you as the performer that 
the songs are, in fact, written in different styles?

Yes. When I listened to it originally and when I first started 
looking at the music that was exactly how I thought of it. 
But now that I’m working through it, I’m trying to have it 
be a single voice. So, I’m coming at it with the same warm 
up, the same passaggio, the same placement so I don’t feel 
schizophrenic. Stylistically the sounds might be different, 
but I’m trying to sing it with the same voice.

So, we’ll see. We haven’t opened yet, so talk to me in a few 
months. [laughs]

Is there anything else you want to add?

I just think, for the record, I feel more connected to the art 
that I’m doing and a more whole person living and working 
here in Portland than I ever did in New York. It’s so great. I 
love living here and I love riding my bike to work and being 
here in this building and the resources we have here and 
the support. I’m just thrilled.



Local Connections
Although things don’t go well for Jamie and Catherine, 
that doesn’t mean that all love goes wrong. To start your 
romantic journey, contact Pearl District Matchmakers 
(pearldistrictmatchmakers.com) to fi nd a love worth 
singing about. Once you’ve made a connection with 
someone, here are three dates inspired by The Last Five 
Years to explore your new love.

Travel through time like Jamie and Catherine at the 
TARDIS Room Bar at the Fish and Chips Shop (1218 
N Killingsworth St.). Fun place that truly has great fi sh 
and chips and a fun time travel theme. Then, continue 
your trip through time at the Oregon History Museum 
(1200 SW Park Avenue). 

Catherine sings a beautiful song at a pier at the Ohio 
River. Although we’re not in Ohio, you can visit 
Willamette Park (SW Macadam Ave & Nebraska St) 
and enjoy a beautiful sunset walk along the river. Then 
visit Paley’s Place (1204 NW 21st Ave.), voted the most 
romantic restaurant in Portland in 2012 by the website 
Portland Food and Drink. 

Jamie is an author and Catherine is an actress who sings. 
Encourage your inner writer at a monthly meeting of the 
Willamette Writers (www.willamettewriters.com). To 
show off  your singing skills, have a fun night of karaoke, 
food and drinks at The Boiler Room (228 NW Davis St).
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Discussion Questions
•  Who do you think is at fault for the failed marriage – 

Jamie or Cathy? Both?

•  Do you think the composer intended to make one 
character the victim or split the blame equally?

•  How does Jamie’s character evolve and change 
throughout the play? How does Cathy’s?

•  Jason Robert Brown has been called the “new 
Sondheim”. Research Stephen Sondheim. Compare 
the two composers and their music to fi nd 
similarities and diff erences. Do you agree with this 
statement? Why do you think he has been called the 
“new Sondheim”?

Merideth Kaye Clark and Drew Harper in The Last Five Years. Photography by Patrick Weishampel.


