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THE JOURNEY TO ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR AND CHOREOGRAPHER … AND BEYOND






“THE JOURNEY TO ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR AND CHOREOGRAPHER … AND BEYOND is the book I wish I had when I was dreaming of doing just that. A must-read necessary tool for anyone considering being on the ‘other side of the table.’ Richard J. Hinds puts into one book many of the answers it took me seventeen years as an associate and assistant to discover. Can’t wait for the second edition because the only thing constant on Broadway is change! And we are all the better for it”!

Jerry Mitchell, Tony Award-winning Director and Choreographer




“THE JOURNEY TO ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR AND CHOREOGRAPHER … AND BEYOND tells the truth about what it means to be an associate: the responsibility, the humility, the trust, and the deep care required to hold a show and support a vision that isn’t yet your own. Richard J. Hinds writes from real experience, with clarity and generosity, and without pretense. As someone who has relied on exceptional associates throughout my career, I believe deeply in mentorship and in passing knowledge forward. This book does exactly that. It offers guidance, encouragement, and a clear sense of what excellence looks like in the room—not just artistically, but humanely. If you are committed to collaboration, integrity, and growth, this book will feel like someone finally put your experience—and your aspirations—into words.”

Sergio Trujillo, Tony Award-winning Director and Choreographer




“Few people bring the extraordinary blend of experience, artistry, and heart quite like Richard J. Hinds. With a track record of being trusted on major projects—the kind with big budgets, firm deadlines, and the occasional backstage crisis—and a vibrant voice as both director and choreographer, Richard offers guidance that’s equal parts practical and inspiring, like advice that lands right on the beat with a crisp snap of a fan! Anyone who’s had the absolute joy of working with Richard—as I have—will recognize that same unmistakable spirit leaping straight off these pages.”

Marcia Milgrom Dodge, Tony Award-nominated Director and Choreographer




“If there is any chance that you might be interested in pursuing a career as an Associate Director or Choreographer, THE JOURNEY TO ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR AND CHOREOGRAPHER … AND BEYOND is essential reading.”

Jeff Calhoun, Tony Award-nominated Director and Choreographer




“Richard J. Hinds offers a comprehensive first-hand account of the complexities and artistry of associate work. His advice is truly full of wisdom. His knowledge and how clearly he lays out the work, is beautifully articulated. I personally believe a path from working as an associate to then choreographer or director offers such a fertile learning ground for understanding how to build a musical or play.”

Lorin Latarro, Tony Award-nominated Director and Choreographer




“This book is INCREDIBLE … I so wished I had someone like Richard J. Hinds guiding me twenty years ago. This book is a beautiful guide to taking control of your future, how you show up every day, building relationships, trusting yourself, knowing you are prepared but equally flexible. Richard, you are giving the industry, and a new generation, a true gift, thank you.”

Sarah Ogleby, Broadway Choreographer




“This book brilliantly articulates what makes an associate indispensable. Clear, generous, and deeply practical—a must-read for anyone supporting a director or choreographer.”

Lisa Stevens, Director and Choreographer
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FOREWORD

If there is any chance that you might be interested in pursuing a career as an Associate Director or Choreographer, The Journey to Associate Director and Choreographer … and Beyond is essential reading.

Bob Fosse, Michael Bennett, Gower Champion, Susan Stroman, Casey Nicholaw, Jerry Mitchell, Tommy Tune—every great theatre director and choreographer has relied heavily on their associates. As collaborative an art form as theatre is, there is no more important relationship than that between a director or choreographer and their associate. Associates must not only understand the artistic vision but also safeguard it—often long after that vision has faded from memory.

Before beginning my own career as a director and choreographer, I was fortunate to serve as an associate to nine-time Tony Award–winning director/choreographer Tommy Tune. It was during that time that I learned just how much responsibility an associate carries; think of it as a theatrical marriage. Later, when it came time for me to choose my own associates, I became exceptionally discerning. From personal experience, I can say without hesitation that Richard J. Hinds is among the very best.

When Richard asked me to write this foreword, I was surprised to discover that a book like this had never been written. Although it is true that there is no substitute for learning on the job, the comprehensive knowledge Richard has gathered—and the clarity with which he presents it—offers an education comparable to a Rhodes Scholar’s training in the world of theatre.

I can honestly say that Newsies would not have become the success it was without my—and Christopher Gattelli’s—extraordinary associates, Richard J. Hinds and Lou Castro. This book prepares its readers not just to survive the responsibilities of a great associate, but to excel in the trenches of the theatrical landscape.

Jeff Calhoun, Tony Award-nominated Director and Choreographer



[image: The colour photograph depicts Jeff Calhoun and Richard J. Hinds seated at a long table during rehearsals for ‘Jekyll & Hyde’. Calhoun, wearing glasses and a white t-shirt, looks to one side, whilst Hinds, in a red plaid shirt, rests his chin on his hand. The table holds several water bottles, a bag of almonds, and open binders, with the background softly blurred to show other individuals.]
Jeff Calhoun and Richard J. Hinds in rehearsals for Jekyll & Hyde.
Credit: Billy Bustamante
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INTRODUCTION

My Journey
Throughout my time as an associate, most of what I learned was from “on-the-job” experiences, as there was no official “how-to” guide. Knowing that there are minimal resources to help associates learn the tricks of the trade, I was inspired to write this book, a comprehensive resource designed to share my insights and those of many other associates. I hope this book offers you a clearer understanding of the expectations of this role and provides you with practical guidance should you then want to transition into the role of director or choreographer.

My career has spanned over theatre, television, and film offering me the opportunity to hone my craft as an associate on some of the industry’s most celebrated productions. I’ve served as an associate on six Broadway shows—Elf, Company, Come From Away, Newsies, Jekyll & Hyde, and Il Divo: A Musical Affair, as well as the North American and UK tours of Come From Away, Elf, 9 to 5, and Disney’s High School Musical. My associate career extended to London’s West End on productions of Titanique, Elf, Come From Away, and Here Lies Love at the National Theatre. I have worked at numerous regional theatres in America including Paper Mill Playhouse, La Jolla Playhouse, The Old Globe, Deaf West, Kansas City Repertory Theatre, The 5th Avenue Theatre, Seattle Rep, and Ford’s Theatre, as well as iconic New York City venues including Radio City Music Hall, Jazz at Lincoln Center, and Hammerstein Ballroom.


[image: The colour photograph shows Steve Sirico standing on a dark stage, balanced in a spotlight. He wears a vibrant blue fringed costume and holds Angela D’Valda Sirico high above his head with one arm. She is positioned horizontally in mid-air, wearing a matching blue bodysuit. Their shadows are sharply cast against a circular light on the back wall, whilst the surrounding environment remains completely dark.]
Steve Sirico and Angela D’Valda Sirico.
Credit: Dash at London’s Domion Theatre

I was born in Norwalk, CT and my training began under the guidance of my aunt and uncle, Angela D’Valda Sirico and Steve Sirico, who had achieved success as an adagio couple performing in Dash, a show conceived and directed by Wayne Sleep (principal dancer with The Royal Ballet and the original Mr. Mistoffelees in the West End production of Cats). After their extensive performing career around the world, they settled down to open “D’Valda and Sirico’s Dance Fitness Connection” in Fairfield, CT. I began training at the studio from the age of four and quickly joined the competitive team in which professionalism and excellence were expected of me very early on. I was pushed and inspired on a day-to-day basis, especially with the impressive roster of fellow dancers who trained alongside me, including American Ballet Theatre’s James B. Whiteside, Broadway choreographer Dominique Kelley (The Great Gatsby), and The Voice winner, Alisan Porter. From the first time I hit the stage at Showbiz National Dance Competition and had an audience in front of me who were cheering and clapping, I knew I was exactly where I was meant to be. The competition world was where many of my early professional relationships were first found.


[image: A colour photograph shows Richard J. Hinds, aged nine, posing barefoot against a dark, mottled grey studio backdrop. He stands balanced on his right leg, left leg extended behind him and arms spread wide, wearing a black athletic unitard with a yellow side stripe and orange and green brushstroke patterns.]
Richard J. Hinds at the age of 9.
Credit: Angela D’Valda Sirico and Steve Sirico

Living only forty-five minutes away from New York City allowed frequent visits to the legendary Broadway Dance Center (BDC) where I studied under acclaimed teachers such as Frank Hatchett, Charles Kelley, and Michele Assaf, all pivotal leaders shaping the dance community of their era. The opportunity to train under such legends propelled my learning curve at an extraordinary pace. As these teachers recognized my connection to Angela and Steve, there was more attention thrown my way, resulting in me being pushed even harder. The faculty at BDC became more like mentors to me than just teachers. They recognized my passion for dance and did everything they could to support me. These many trips to New York City, dancing alongside working professionals, required that I learned how to be very focused and display a good work ethic from a young age. It became quickly evident that dance was much more than just a hobby; it was destined to be my career.


[image: A colour photograph shows Richard J. Hinds, aged twelve, performing a full split on a dark studio floor. He wears a black long-sleeved outfit with a colourful swoosh design on the chest and dark shoes. His left arm is raised with an open palm as he smiles at the camera, against a mottled grey backdrop.]
Richard J. Hinds at the age of 12.
Credit: Angela D’Valda Sirico and Steve Sirico

Although the constant support of my aunt and uncle was invaluable, it was my mother who truly shaped my life and career. She recognized very early that dance and theatre were my passion and she did whatever she could to support that. As a single mother dedicated to making ends meet for my sister Jessica and I, she worked multiple jobs to make sure that my love for dance and seeing Broadway shows was never pushed aside. The holiday season always brought with it a tradition that I waited for all year long. It would start by me creating a list of Broadway shows that I was interested in seeing, I’d present it to her, and she would go on to ultimately choose what shows we would attend. Then on a Friday in December, we’d make the journey from Connecticut to the Marriott Marquis Hotel right in the middle of Times Square. Our three-day stint would begin with a Friday evening performance, two shows on Saturday, and a final Sunday matinee performance before returning home absolutely buzzing, stocked full of merchandise and signed Playbills.

It was during one of those trips to New York City at the age of eight years old that my future became crystal clear. My mother and I arrived at the Winter Garden Theatre to see Cats not quite knowing exactly what to expect. Within moments of walking into the theatre, I was completely mesmerized. The way the set spilled into the audience was completely magical, blurring the lines between the stage and the audience. As the show began, the performers filed through the audience to make their way to the stage wearing the most incredible costumes and intricate makeup that completely transformed them. But more than anything, it was the dancing that truly captivated me. I had never seen anything like this theatrical spectacle before. As the show ended and the lights came up, I had made the decision that I wanted to be on Broadway, but more specifically in Cats!

Now being a complete Cats enthusiast, I began listening to the double cassette tape day in and day out. I was even inspired to create a puppet show of Cats in its entirety, all two hours and forty-five minutes including an intermission, using freshly picked pieces of garbage from the trash as scenery and several packages of paper lunch bags dressed with yarn to be the cats. Once my mother stopped yelling at me for stealing her Christmas lights and having garbage all over the basement, she enjoyed the show and clearly appreciated my creativity. My sister was less impressed.

As I approached my middle school years, I started looking for summer programs to continue challenging me as a dancer and to introduce me to more teachers and opportunities during the summer break. That moment arrived with a recommendation for the Interlochen Arts Camp, an eight-week summer program in Michigan that offered intensive training in a variety of art disciplines. It took some convincing but eventually my mother agreed to let me attend the summer following my eighth grade year at thirteen years old. The instant I stepped onto the campus, I knew I had arrived somewhere truly special, a place that would shape my future. I was immediately struck by the passion radiating from every student for their chosen art form and was overwhelmed by the amount of people my age who were just as eager to pursue a career in the arts as I was. I quickly went from being a big fish in a small pond to being a small fish in a big pond. It was very humbling. The male dancers around me were executing leaps and pirouettes far more advanced than I was able to, reinforcing just how much more training lay ahead for me. The program itself was demanding yet incredibly rewarding. Days were filled with hours of classes in different dance styles culminating in a performance at the end of the fourth and eighth week where we would showcase what we had learned. The summer flew by and upon returning to Connecticut, I immediately dove back into training and competitions with even more fire and passion. As soon as applications opened for the following summer, I pleaded with my mother yet again, and she agreed to let me return to Interlochen.

My second summer marked a turning point. Sharon Randolph, the head of the Academy’s Dance Division, invited me to attend Interlochen Arts Academy (IAA), a year-round boarding school. Convincing my mother to let me attend the summer camp was one thing, but leaving for an entire school year would be another story. Through many conversations, supported by calls from the school administrators, her reservations eventually softened and she agreed. Upon returning home from camp, I had a couple of weeks to prepare before returning back to Michigan, this time with my mother by my side. Having never been, she wanted to see the campus firsthand, which was completely understandable since I would now be living there for the entire school year. Upon arrival, her skepticism quickly dissipated as she witnessed the very place that had captivated me. After a tearful farewell, she returned to Connecticut, and my dedicated training commenced.


[image: A colour photograph shows Richard J. Hinds at Interlochen Arts Camp in a dance studio. Wearing a black tank top and dark leggings, he stands in the foreground gazing to one side with a neutral expression. Behind him, fellow dancers line the wooden barre, while sunlight streams through tall windows to the left.]
Richard J. Hinds at Interlochen Arts Camp.
Credit: © ARTICA - Archives of the Interlochen Center for the Arts

Life as a dance major demanded discipline as we were challenged both academically and artistically. IAA teaches a college-preparatory curriculum, which meant our classes were quite challenging. Although we were attending an arts school, our education was not to be compromised on any level. Our mornings were dedicated to academic coursework; once completed, we would head to lunch before continuing to the dance building, where we spent an average of four to six hours a day training—often longer on weekends. Afternoons typically began with intensive technique classes, focused primarily on the foundations of ballet and modern, before transitioning into rehearsals for upcoming performances. These ranged from full-length ballets, such as The Nutcracker and Sleeping Beauty, to choreography showcases and dance concerts.

The dance department, led by Sharon Randolph, Wendy Masterson, and Michael Tevlin, provided us with a wealth of knowledge and guidance. We were also fortunate to work with numerous guest artists who exposed us to a diverse range of dance styles and helped shape us into well-rounded performers. Among the many classes offered, it was the choreography classes that really captured my attention. For the first time, I was challenged to discover my own artistic voice—conceiving ideas, selecting music, and translating them into movement. I quickly discovered a passion I didn’t know I had and began to flex my creative muscles.

About halfway through my sophomore year, I started to become incredibly intrigued in what was happening in the theatre building. Although the dance and theatre departments were quite segregated, I began developing a relationship with the theatre faculty and eventually convinced them to let me take introductory theatre classes that did not conflict with my dance requirements. My passion for theatre quickly became evident to both the theatre department faculty and my academic advisors, including Jennifer Wesling. I began choreographing numbers for campus events such as “Casino Night” and coffee houses, which ultimately led to the school granting me the opportunity to direct and choreograph a full-length musical theatre review. I held auditions and cast the show, picked the song list from a collection of well-known musicals, and worked closely with several other students to design the show from top to bottom. This first real experience as a creative allowed me to explore a side of theatre I knew little about, and I found it incredibly fulfilling.


[image: A colour photograph features Interlochen Dance Faculty members Wendy Masterson, Michael Tevlin, and Sharon Randolph posed against a solid dark blue background. Masterson, on the left, wears a black collared shirt. Tevlin, centred, wears a black turtleneck and jacket. Randolph, on the right, smiles in a navy turtleneck and patterned scarf.]
Interlochen Dance Faculty: Wendy Masterson, Michael Tevlin, and Sharon Randolph.
Credit: © ARTICA - Archives of the Interlochen Center for the Arts

During my junior year at Interlochen, I made the decision to audition for Broadway Theatre Project (BTP), a theatre intensive in Tampa, Florida, under the legendary leadership of Ann Reinking. My audition submission consisted of a recorded dance combination, a monologue, and a song. Although the dance was a no-brainer, the acting and singing were uncharted territory. Thankfully, the faculty at Interlochen provided their support and were incredibly helpful in assisting me prepare my VHS audition submission. Fingers crossed, I sent it off, and the day the acceptance letter arrived, it felt like a dream. That summer became an unforgettable “embarrassment of riches” as my teachers included Broadway titans such as Ann Reinking, Gwen Verdon, Gregory Hines, James Naughton, Richard Maltby Jr., and Jeff Calhoun, to name a few. I thought Interlochen’s training was rigorous, but BTP operated on a whole different level. The faculty didn’t treat us as students; they were preparing young professionals. Our schedule was jam-packed. We trained all day, running from one class to the next, grabbing a quick bite, and immediately heading into rehearsals during the evening. The intensive culminated in a showcase where we performed a range of songs and dances—not only for friends and family, but also for renowned casting agents, directors, and choreographers. I was cast in several numbers, including “Bye Bye Blackbird,” staged by Gwen Verdon, and a pas de deux to “You Must Love Me,” choreographed by Ann Reinking. The opportunity to work so closely with these two legends is something I will never forget. Following the program, several students went on to perform in productions such as Chicago, Fosse, and 42nd Street. Working one-on-one with such an esteemed faculty was both a rare privilege and a profoundly formative experience.


[image: A colour photograph shows Richard J. Hinds and Ann Reinking seated together against a purple wall. Hinds, on the left, wears a grey t-shirt with red ‘Footloose’ text, a gold chain, and green shorts. Reinking, to his right, wears a blue button-down jacket with sunglasses tucked into the front. Both smile at the camera.]
Richard J. Hinds with Ann Reinking.
Credit: Richard J. Hinds


[image: A colour photograph shows Gwen Verdon and Richard J. Hinds posing closely together. Verdon, on the left, has curly red hair and wears a dark top with thin-rimmed glasses on a cord. Hinds, to her right, wears a white t-shirt and beaded necklace, his arm around her, with blurred theatre seating visible behind them.]
Richard J. Hinds with Gwen Verdon.
Credit: Richard J. Hinds

Senior year arrived quickly, prompting me to turn my focus toward the next steps—most notably, the college application process. I set my sights on several top-tier musical theatre programs and attended the National Unified Auditions, an event in Chicago where a collection of elite schools gathers, offering the unique opportunity to audition for multiple institutions in one location. The process began with researching, selecting, and applying to the programs I hoped to be considered for.

On arriving in Chicago, I was immediately struck by the precision of the operation—a well-oiled machine in every sense. The event took place in a hotel convention center, where each school occupied its own ballroom. One by one, I moved from room to room, presenting my song and monologue before quickly transitioning to the next. The cycle repeated itself throughout the day with little pause. The pace was relentless. Being ushered along in such a structured, almost impersonal process left little opportunity to truly connect with the schools or their faculty. What stood out most was that only one program incorporated a dance call. As a result, most of my auditions assessed only my singing and acting—areas that, at the time, were far less developed than my dance training. By the end of the day, I had been seen by all eight universities to which I had applied. With the final audition behind me, all that remained was to wait.

As dance majors at Interlochen, we were required to audition for visiting college recruiters representing their institutions’ dance departments. Although pursuing dance in college wasn’t the path I ultimately envisioned for myself, I approached each audition with focus and intention, recognizing every one as an opportunity to grow. In time, I began receiving acceptance letters from several dance programs, many accompanied by generous scholarships—reflecting the high demand for male dancers. These offers promised a secure and successful future in dance, yet they didn’t align with where I truly saw myself … theatre was my passion. I continued to wait for responses from the musical theatre programs I had auditioned for at the National Unified Auditions. After weeks of anticipation, the final decision arrived: I HAD BEEN REJECTED FROM EVERY SINGLE MUSICAL THEATRE SCHOOL I AUDITIONED FOR!

I was absolutely devastated. Although this should have prompted me to reassess my theatrical aspirations, it did quite the opposite. I knew with complete certainty that my place was in theatre and I needed to figure out how to make that happen. My mother struggled to understand my dismissal of the dance scholarships I had received, but this was not where my heart was. The challenge now was to discover what my path forward would be to continue taking steps to working on Broadway. First things first, I needed to move to New York City!

In order to persuade my mother to grant me permission to move to New York City at the young age of seventeen, I had to demonstrate that I could manage myself financially. I started looking for summer performance opportunities that would offer me a paycheck, which led me to audition for Canobie Lake Park in New Hampshire. I booked the gig and spent my summer dancing my heart out to top hits from the 1990s in “Mega Mix Live” and performed in a Country revue sporting a black, white, and red cow print costume while doing the two-step. Every dollar that I earned that summer was more than just savings; it proved to me and my mother that I was able to be independent and take care of myself.

When I finally made the big move to New York City, I arrived with a sense of comfort and familiarity, having spent so much of my childhood there.
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