
ATHY MULAY and her daughter, Denene Mulay Koch, are 

curled up in comfortable chairs in Kathy’s living room, 

describing their passion for theater and their efforts to el-

evate area dramatic offerings, but also chatting with each other 

about their family, reminiscing about Denene’s childhood, and 

catching up on each other’s news.

Despite the homey setting, it’s clear these women are not 

your typical mother and daughter. There’s much more to their 

relationship than family; they’ve worked together often and in 

many different ways. Throughout the conversation, they con-

tinue to muse on the keys to good relationships, good drama, 

good teaching, and good learning.

Kathy has had a long, highly respected career as a high-

school drama teacher and director of youth and adults, and 

she’s directed her daughter in many productions over the years. 

Denene herself is an accomplished vocalist and actress 

who has performed in New York City and starred in the 

national touring company of “West Side Story.” She has as-

sisted her mother as a vocal coach for high-school classes 

and musicals, and as one of the founders of the Farmers Alley 

Theatre (see sidebar), she has also hired her mother to direct 

productions.

 Despite the potential for tension in any of these situa-

tions, the women get along very well. “We have just a great 

relationship,” says Kathy. “It’s like we’re really good friends. We 

have really strong respect for each other’s skills.” 

Denene thinks their relationship is stronger because it 

is so complex. “We’re not just mom and daughter,” she says. 

“What I feel more than anything to you is a colleague … and 

that’s not a bad thing,” she tells her mother.

The Mulays became a “southwest Michigan story” when 

Kathy and her husband, John, were attending college in 

Colorado. They first heard of Kalamazoo when one of their 

forensics teammates gave an award-winning performance of 

Carl Sandburg’s poem, “The Sins of Kalamazoo.” They assumed 

Kalamazoo was a fictional place until they were searching for 

jobs after college and John came across a posting for a com-

munications professor at Kalamazoo Valley Community Col-

lege. They couldn’t believe there really was a Kalamazoo and 

thought, “Well, we have to send an application there!” Kathy 

recalls. Although it wasn’t a direction they had expected to 

take, John ended up with the job—and the couple moved to 

town in 1970. 

Kathy’s start in Kalamazoo theater began in 1974 with the 

Fantasy Players program at Kalamazoo Valley Community Col-

lege, in which college students performed in local elementary 

schools. She was able to develop connections at these schools, 

which led to a friend who worked at the Parchment School 

District asking her if she’d like to direct there—and her answer 

was “yes.”

So began a career in which each opportunity to employ 

her theatrical talents led to another. 

Theater Is in the Genes
One directs, the 
other acts. Each 
loves the stage in 
her own way.

Denene Mulay Koch and Kathy Mulay 
share a relaxed, mother-daughter moment 
together at Kathy’s home.

By Kit Almy
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When Kathy watched one of her Parchment students 

perform at the Kalamazoo Community Youth Theatre, a sum-

mer program for ages 15–23, later known as the Civic Summer 

Theatre, the outstanding production was an epiphany for her. 

“These are the kids I want to work with,” she realized. As fate 

would have it, a directing position opened the following sum-

mer, and Kathy began an 18-year term as managing director of 

the Civic Summer Theatre.

The youth she was directing sometimes included her own 

children. Denene began her own theater career on the Civic 

main stage, performing in her first production, “The King and 

I,” at age 5. Her younger brother, Brian, also took to the stage, 

and at times the whole family was involved, as when Kathy 

directed “Peter Pan” with 14-year-old Denene as Tiger Lily, 10-

year-old Brian as Michael Darling, and John as a pirate. “We all 

considered the Civic our second home,” Denene says.

hile the theater brought the Mulay family together, John’s 

“backstage” support at home was even more valuable to 

Kathy’s career. With a flexible work schedule as a college 

professor, John ran the household while the children were 

growing up. “It’s been hard on him to let me do my thing, but 

he has let me do it,” Kathy says. “He’s proud of what I do.” 

After three years at Parchment, Kathy was approached 

by the Loy Norrix High School choir program to direct their 

yearly musical. Then she was approached to teach and coach 

the debate team. She started out part-time, also taking over the 

forensics team, which took third place in the state champion-

ship in her first year as coach. After getting a teaching certifi-

cate at Western Michigan University, Kathy became a full-time 

teacher, working hard to build a strong theater program at Loy 

Norrix. 

Kathy worked at Loy Norrix for 11 years until her grow-

ing reputation brought another opportunity, this time from 

Portage Central High School. “They actually pursued me,” 

Kathy says. The administration felt that for a school of its size, 

PCHS should have a top-notch drama department, so they 

asked Kathy if she’d like to start her own department from the 

ground up. This involved teaching speech, forensics, and the-

ater, and directing the fall and spring plays each year.

As Denene became a teenager, they had typical mother-

daughter struggles, heightened by their working together at 

the Civic. To avoid perceptions of favoritism, Kathy was tough 

when directing—and especially casting—her children. 

“It was hard to be her daughter, to audition for her show,” 

Denene says. She knew she had to really stand out. “I had to be 

the best or obvious choice. If someone else was as good, they 

would get the part.”

Today Denene appreciates her mother’s exacting stan-

dards, but she says it’s “a good thing” that she and Brian at-

tended Portage Northern High School and not Portage Central. 

“I had to take what my parents had instilled in me and find

Elaborate sets and perfect costumes are 
two of the factors that make Kathy Mulay’s 
Portage Central High School theatrical per-
formances stand out amongst high school 
productions.
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Mulay

toured as Beauty in “Beauty and the 

Beast.”

Gradually, she and Jeremy realized 

they couldn’t live and work there forever. 

First, they became somewhat disillu-

sioned with their opportunities. “Broad-

way was turning very pop,” Denene says. 

She and Jeremy were more classically 

trained, and they wanted to be able to do 

what interested them. 

With this in mind, Jeremy opened 

a theater company with college friends 

from the Boston Conservatory. Its open-

ing production received a rave review 

the day after it debuted, but that was on 

September 11, 2001, and, of course, no 

one noticed, so it had a rocky start.

Also, the couple had moved out of 

the city to New Jersey to have some more 

space. “All of a sudden I found myself not 

knowing what to do,” Denene says. She’d 

always been interested in being a voice 

teacher, but she didn’t know how to find 

students. 

Finally, after their first child was 

born, they decided they couldn’t con-

tinue to work in the fast-paced, New 

my own strengths and talents,” she says. 

Both Mulay kids performed in school 

productions and competed in forensics 

while in high school.

After high school, Denene earned a 

degree in musical theater performance 

from the Cincinnati Conservatory of 

Music and moved to New York City to 

try to make her way.

Her first professional acting job 

was playing Maria in a three-week run 

of “West Side Story” at a barn theater in 

Pennsylvania. There, she met her future 

husband, Jeremy Koch, who played 

one of the Jets. The two followed that 

production by playing Maria and Tony 

in the 40th anniversary national tour of 

the musical, which included a stop in 

Kalamazoo. Although their characters’ 

love was doomed, the not-so-star-crossed 

couple married at the end of the tour in 

1999.

Altogether, Denene spent 10 years 

based in and around the Big Apple. 

She sang in cabarets in New York City, 

performed in regional theaters, and also 

Jeremy Koch and Denene Mulay Koch often 
appear on stage together, including in the 
recent production of “She Loves Me” at 
Farmers Alley Theatre.

The Mulays (Denene, Brian, Kathy and John) 
celebrate Kathy’s special moment as winner of 
the Community Medal of Arts Award in 2001.

Question:
Nowadays, “receiving” on New Year’s Day
has a lot to do with the tradition of a good 
football game. But during the latter 1800s, 
what did receiving have to do with that
first-day-of-the-year celebration? 

Answer on page 46.
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York theater scene while raising a family. 

Parents Kathy and John encouraged the 

couple to move to Kalamazoo with talk 

of starting a theater company. According 

to Denene, “One day Jeremy just said: 

‘Let’s move to Michigan,’” and so they 

did, in 2004.

eanwhile, Kathy’s career was going 

strong. She was now regularly direct-

ing main-stage productions at the 

Kalamazoo Civic, and those as well as 

her high-school productions were receiv-

ing rave reviews. She also coached the 

PCHS forensics team to eight consecu-

tive state championships, retiring from 

coaching in 2001 to concentrate on the 

theater program.

In 1997 she began teaching a class 

for KRESA’s Education for the Arts (EFA) 

program. Each school year, high school 

students from all over the county come 

to PCHS for two hours every day to 

study advanced musical theater perfor-

mance, which includes private acting, 

voice, and dance lessons from Kathy and 

her assistants, as well as master classes 

with visiting artists. Kathy has even 

taken a group to New York to observe 

the professional acting methods they had 

studied. “They’re getting just incredible 

opportunities,” she says. “I love teaching 

that class.”

The EFA course has had a direct 

impact on Portage Central’s own drama 

department, Kathy believes. “I’ve seen 

the theater program at the high school 

just soar since then,” she says.

This is evident by the fact that the 

school has three times been privileged 

to participate in the world’s largest 

performing-arts festival, the Edinburgh 

Festival Fringe (see sidebar).

Kathy’s contributions to the school’s 

successes have been recognized with 

statewide teaching awards, and she won 

a 2001 Community Medal of Arts from 

the Arts Council of Greater Kalamazoo.

After returning to Kalamazoo, 

Denene and Jeremy had a second child, 

but they haven’t left the theater behind. 

The couple have performed in local 
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Mulay

theaters, and Denene coached forensics 

at PCHS for two years. Following in her 

mother’s footsteps, she led her students 

to first place in the state in the Multiple 

Interpretation event.

Denene also gives private voice les-

sons for adults and high-school students 

and is a voice coach for Kathy’s EFA 

course and for PCHS musicals. Having 

worked so closely with her mother, she’s 

an expert on Kathy’s teaching and direct-

ing methods. 

While Kathy considers the question 

of what accounts for her success with 

her students, Denene interjects, “I know! 

She sets the bar really high and they can 

either rise to the occasion or not.” 

Denene knows, because it’s some-

thing she struggled with herself as a 

youth. “It was hard as a teenager:  

Strive to be the best; never settle for 

ALAMAZOO’S NEWEST playhouse, 

the downtown Farmers Alley 

Theatre, was founded by four young 

adults from two local theatrical families: 

Denene Mulay Koch, her husband Jere-

my Koch, and Adam and Robert Weiner, 

brothers who have been friends with the 

Mulay family for many years. 

The theater opened in 2008 to great 

success. “Our first season exceeded all of 

our expectations,” Denene says.  

Farmers Alley is a “black box” space 

that seats up to 120 people and can be 

reconfigured to suit different types of 

productions. The venue’s first offerings 

included plays and musicals, cabaret (“A 

Grand Night for Singing”), children’s 

theater (“Blues Clues Live”), and spoken 

word performance (“Kinetic Effect”).

Among other goals, theater founders 

aim to provide opportunities for local ac-

tors to showcase their talent and to hone 

their skills.

According to Denene, the the-

ater’s education director, courses will 

be geared to adult actors. For example, 

Farmers Alley offered master classes 

with guest artists, such as Lauren Ken-

nedy, a Broadway actress and college 

friend of Denene’s, who presented a 

cabaret evening on November 13–14. 

 “We’re very ambitious,” Denene 

says. “We want to be a year-round, fully 

professional theater (in Kalamazoo) 

down the line.” This would mean hav-

ing a contract with the Actors’ Equity 

union, which would allow Equity actors 

to perform there without a special, 

guest-artist contract. Currently, the 

nonprofit theater is semiprofessional; 

the actors and production staff are paid, 

but volunteers provide much production 

support. 

The founders also hope to create a 

place for home-grown performers, such 

as themselves, who have established 

careers elsewhere, to return to show the 

community what they’ve learned. By 

creating their own theater, Denene says, 

“We don’t have to go away to do what 

we’re trained to do.”

In addition, she adds, “We’re hop-

ing word of mouth will bring talent 

from out of town,” and that area actors 

will tell colleagues to come perform  

at “ … this little gem of a theater in 

Kalamazoo.” 

p y g g g yALAMAZOO’S NEWEST playhouse, Among other goals, theater founders guest-artist contract. Currently, the 

Farmers Alley Theatre a Family Affair
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mediocrity,” she says. She now sees this 

rigor as key to her professional devel-

opment. “I wouldn’t be as much of a 

perfectionist if I hadn’t developed that 

mentality early in life,” she says. 

“Sometimes I’m hard to take  

because I’m so honest,” Kathy admits. 

“I’ve got a reputation of being really 

tough, but it’s just that I want it to be re-

ally good, so I work until it is.” 

“She doesn’t settle,” Denene ex-

plains. But, she adds, Kathy doesn’t push 

her students too far. “She knows how to 

read the kids.”

Kathy points out that construc-

tive criticism sometimes gets taken the 

wrong way. “When you’re confident and 

someone makes a suggestion, you take it 

as a suggestion. If you’re not confident, 

you take it as criticism,” she says.

Kathy strives to foster self-confi-

dence in her students by creating the 

right atmosphere. “If you surround 

them with professionalism, they rise 

to the occasion. It lifts them. I learned 

that very, very early,” she says.

“As an example, ‘It’s like when 

you go to the prom and dress up, 

you feel differently,” Kathy says. In 

the same way, if the production is 

“dressed,” with professional-look-

ing costumes and sets, the actors 

feel more professional, and patrons 

don’t feel they’re at a high-school 

production. 

For Kathy, that professional 

feeling can’t be beat. “That has fed my 

soul,” she says.

Denene also credits Kathy’s attitude 
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For more information about the 

current season lineup, see the theater’s  

Web site: farmersalleytheatre.com.

Even at age 3, Denene was performing.

The founders and principals of Farmers Alley 
Theater are (clockwise from left) Jeremy Koch, 
Adam Weiner, Robert Weiner and Denene 
Mulay Koch.
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Mulay

toward the students for much of her con-

tinuing success. “She says, ‘We can’t do 

it without everyone,’” Denene explains. 

Consequently, students feel valued and 

have a respect for her that has been 

passed down from class to class. 

Kathy believes that even if students 

never pursue the theater beyond high 

school, their learning experiences will 

help mature them for whatever they do 

in life.

enene and Jeremy’s children already 

have the theater in their blood. Jason, 

age 6, was the casting director for 

“Blues Clues Live” at Farmers Alley last 

season (auditioners had to tell him a 

joke), and as a Blues Clues expert, he 

also helped teach choreography. Their 

daughter, Carly, who turns 3 in De-

cember, sings along with the warm-up 

exercises when Denene gives voice les-

sons in her home studio. “She knows 

no fear,” Denene says. 

Denene enjoys her children’s bud-

ding talents, but she won’t push them 

to go into theater if they don’t want 

to. “I just want to raise them to be as 

well-rounded as possible,” she says.

Although Kathy retired from full-

time teaching in spring 2008, she is 

committed to continuing her work with 

the high-school productions and the EFA 

course until she knows the program will 

have someone else to carry 

it on. 

“I worked so hard to build it, I can’t 

stand not to have it taken over (by some-

one equally committed),” she says. She 

S THE DRIVING FORCE behind Por-

tage Central High School’s celebrat-

ed drama department, Kathy Mulay 

has a lot of reasons to be proud. One of 

the biggest is that the school has had the 

honor of participating in the Edinburgh 

Festival Fringe, the world’s largest 

performing-arts festival, three separate 

times, including this past summer.

The American High School Theatre 

Festival (AHSTF) takes select high-

school theater groups to Edinburgh each 

year. Schools are nominated anony-

mously and are then invited to apply for 

a spot at the festival. A panel of college 

professionals evaluates the multimedia 

applications, judging each school on 

its body of work for the past five years, 

as well as on its program emphasis and 

community support. 

PCHS, which also went to the 

Fringe in 2002 and 2005, was one of only 

about 50 schools selected this year, out 

of some 1,600 applications, according  

to Kathy. 

She says, “I tell the kids, ‘You realize 

you got this opportunity from those who 

came before you.’” The students work 

hard to deserve the honor, spending the 

year fundraising for the trip and prepar-

ing their production.

This year PCHS staged “Do Black 

Patent Leather Shoes Really Reflect Up?” 

As part of the Fringe, the students pro-

moted the show on Edinburgh’s “Royal 

Mile” and gave four full performances. 

By chance, they gained even more expo-

sure, being invited to dance on top of the 

lead bus in the huge festival parade. 

The August trip kicked off with a 

couple of days in London, where stu-

dents attended West End shows. They 

then spent 12 days in Edinburgh per-

forming, learning about Scottish history 

and soaking up the festival. 

“There wasn’t one kid who said it 

wasn’t worth every dime that they had to 

earn,” Kathy says.

The Fringe featured over 2,000 pro-

ductions of all kinds, including music, 

dance, and theater, running almost all 

day and night for two weeks. “I wanted 

them to see each kind of theater, not 

just the high-school shows,” Kathy says. 

Among the shows they attended were a 

Chinese drum performance and a dance 

piece called “The Chair.” 

 “In that two weeks, the kids be-

came more mature,” she says. With all 

the AHSTF participants performing at 

the same theater, they had to set up and 

take down their set quickly and quietly 

in coordination with each other. “They 

really learned how to act professionally.” 

Kathy wasn’t the only one who 

noticed. The production received two 

positive reviews at the festival. “We were 

really lucky, she says. “Not everyone gets 

reviewed.” 

She also received high praise from a 

person at the Church Hill Theatre where 

they performed, telling her, “Your kids are 

the closest you can get to perfection.” 

professionals evaluates the multimedia and soaking up the festivalf i l l t th lti di d ki g th f ti l

Edinburgh Festival an Exceptional Opportunity
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As a teen, Denene demonstrated her 
multiple talents in the Portage Northern 
High School production of “Pippen” in 1987.

The Portage Central cast of “Do Black Patent 
Leather Shoes Really Reflect Up?” performs 
during the 2009 Edinburgh Festival Fringe.
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told the school that it would have to 

be either someone who’s already run 

an outstanding high-school theater 

program elsewhere, or a dynamic 

young person she can mentor. 

Rumors to the contrary, that person 

is not going to be Denene, the mother 

and daughter insist. Though Denene 

enjoys teaching and aspires to direct at 

some point, she has no plans to become 

a full-time teacher, and she’s rather busy 

with another project at this point.

Two years ago, while she and Jeremy 

were playing in the Civic’s production of 

“Ragtime,” they, along with their friends 

Adam and Rob Weiner, decided to open 

their own professional theater company. 

Farmers Alley Theatre is now into its 

second season. 

Despite all her years in theater, 

Kathy has never really enjoyed acting. 

Directing has always been her real pas-

sion. “I really love making it happen— 

putting it all together,” she says. She 

keeps busy doing that at the Civic and at 

PCHS, and now at Farmers Alley.

Last season Kathy directed Denene 

and Jeremy in the musical, “Jane Eyre,” 

and both she and Denene found the ex-

perience working together as mother 

and daughter very enriching. Kathy 

says, “It was particularly rewarding 

working with Denene and Jeremy. 

As I watched the production, I was 

feeling such pride as a director, and I 

was also feeling that pride that only 

a parent can feel as they watch their 

kids achieve such accomplishment. 

It was a double whammy!” 

As for Denene, working under 

her mother’s direction made her 

acting job easier. “I knew I could 

count on Mom because I knew 

she wouldn’t let me look bad,” she 

says. “It was the most comfortable I’ve 

ever been on stage.” 

For more good theater at Portage 

Central under Kathy Mulay’s direction, 

don’t miss “Good News,” the classic football 

musical set in the 1920s, which opens 

February 5. 
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Denene and Tom Wopat show a little  
light-hearted affection off-stage at The  
Barn Theatre in 1993.
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