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Gene Kelly’s widow Patricia Ward Kelly talks about the man 
behind the legend and the success of Singin’ in the Rain
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I
f you ask someone to name 
a MGM musical, the first that 
comes to mind is Singin’ in the 
Rain. Gene Kelly – the man 

who was a dancer, actor, singer, 
film director and producer – is 
best known for his role of Don 
Lockwood in the 1952 musical 
comedy which still captivates 
audiences across the globe. 

Eugene Curran Kelly was born 
in Pittsburgh on August 23, 1912, 
and he would go on to become a 
dominant force in Hollywood musical 
films of the 1940s and 50s. His third 
wife, Patricia Ward Kelly, is currently 
working on his memoir, trawling 
thorough boxes of his archives and 
recordings she made of his memories 
during the time they had together.

The two met in 1985 when she was 
working as a writer on a documentary 
about the Smithsonian Institution. He 
asked her to write his memoirs and as 
they worked, love soon blossomed. 

In 1990, the 77-year-old Gene married 
36-year-old Patricia and the two were 
together until Gene died on February 
2, 1996 at the age of 83 after suffering 
a series of strokes.

Man behind the movies
Despite being one of the most 
celebrated actors of his time, Patricia 
says Gene was always humble about 
his talents. 

“He was far more interesting than 
he allowed people to see. One thing 
that surprised me was that one of the 
last things he asked was whether he 
had made a mark, and I think that just 
stuns people because they assume he 
would just take that for granted. 

“The man I saw had this tremendous 
humility, and he never took that for 
granted. He had the combination 
of a great belief in his creativity but 
then also this immense humility. You 
don’t read about the humility very 
much, but if you speak to any of the 

being precise was somehow was 
taken in a derogatory manor. I 
saw this man who on Valentine’s 
Day would go down to the little 
stationary store and buy little 
Valentines for me or he would make 
them by hand. 

“He was like a little kid – he could 
not wait and so at midnight he’d so 
want to give me the little thing he 
had come up with. I’d find the little 
pieces around the house, and they 
were fun, interesting little things.

“What I fell in love with was his use 
of language, he was such an erudite 
man, and it was the combination 
of this bright and sophisticated 
gentleman mixed with a Pittsburgh 
street kid. He had this mix of language 
without any self-consciousness. He 
just enjoyed absorbing things. I miss 
the brightness, I miss the mind.”

Come on with the rain
Although it was made over 60 years 

musicians who worked with him or the 
dancers it’s a word that comes out.

“Gene was not a guy who liked to 
watch his movies; in fact, it was often 
very painful for him because he’d 
see everything that he should have 
done better. He would see if his leg 
was not in a perfect ballet position or 
something. But when we did run the 
movies for our work, I would record 
what he’d say, and I remember what 
he said about the American in Paris 
ballet, he said he was very proud of 
that. He said that Moses Supposes 
in Signin’ in the Rain was the best tap 
number he ever did on film.” 

Gene has been called a perfectionist 
and a disciplinarian by some of those 
who worked with him, but Patricia says 
that Gene found this funny. 

“You hear that he was difficult, a 
perfectionist and a task-master, but 
I think dancers and choreographers 
would understand the discipline 
needed. It hit him as funny that 

Gene with Patricia. The couple married in 1990

“GEnE WAS 
TErrIBlY 
PrOuD OF 

Singin’ 
in the 
Rain”
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Real life

For the first time in Ireland, you can 
experience one of the world’s best-
loved musicals with music brought 
to life by the RTÉ Concert Orchestra. 
On April 27, at 3pm and 8pm, you 
can watch a screening  of Singin’ in 
the Rain with a live orchestra and 
an introduction by Patricia Ward 
Kelly. Patricia will also be giving a 
a pre-concert talk at 2pm and 7pm 
in the Carolan Room at the National 
Concert Hall. Tickets are available 
now from www.rte.ie/co, www.nch.ie 
or tel: 01 417 0000.

“I’ll never forget 
the day when 
he got his Irish 
passport... 
Everybody always 
just assumed 
he was Irish-
American

Patricia is planning 
a trip to Ireland

ago, Singin’ in the Rain has gone on to 
become one of the most successful 
musicals of all time that still delights 
audiences of all ages. When asked 
about the secret of its success and 
why the film is still as popular today 
as when it was released, Patricia says 
the comedy and dance are two of the 
biggest draws.

”Singin’ in the Rain holds up – the 
lines, the jokes, people still laugh at 
them. Even though it’s a period piece 
and it’s set in the time when movies 
were going from silent to talkies, the 
dance itself is very contemporary 
and I think it is still influencing 
young people, choreographers and 
dancers. That always reminds me 
of something Gene used to say to 
me, ‘You have to make something 
current but you also have to make 
something timeless.’”

Much of the dance in the film was 
used by Gene as part of the story rather 
than an addition to it which Patricia 
says was important to the actor. 

“For Gene, it was important to 
make the dance part of the story, 
and that’s what distinguishes it from 
a lot of the musicals of the time, and 
certainly the ones before 1952. In 
those you could almost cut them 
out because they were kind of stuck 
in, whereas Gene’s whole notion 
was that you had to make the dance 
further the plot.”

When making any film, it’s difficult 
to assess whether it will be popular or 
not, and for those working on Singin’ 
in the Rain there was no sense of how 
huge the film would be. 

“What was interesting is that when 
they made the movie, they never 
ever dreamed it would be seen a year 
later let alone that people would be 
watching it 60 years later. Gene was 
terribly, terribly proud of it. I never 
realised the magnitude of it until we 
were in Paris one night, and nobody 
knew we were there and we were 
crossing one of the plazas in the dark 
and someone just started whistling 
the opening bars in the dark. It was 
really at that moment I realised it was 
universal.”

Irish connection
Patricia is looking forward to visiting 
Ireland for a screening of Singin’ in the 
Rain with a live orchestra where she 
will be giving a pre-concert talk and 
introducing each screening from the 
stage. 

“MGM destroyed all of the song 
sheets and all of the materials back 
in 1969, so what people will hear is as 
close as possible to what Gene heard 
standing there that day the music was 
recorded. When you see the movie on 
a big screen you see the little scar on 
Gene’s face, and you see that twinkle 
in his eye. It’s just so captivating.” 

Having visited Dublin and Ennis 
after Gene’s death, she is looking 
forward to returning to the country 
which had a special place in his heart. 

“It was interesting how much his 
Irish roots meant to him. 

“At one point we envisioned 
moving to Ireland, we thought it 
would be a good place for us, but 
illness came into play and it just 
wasn’t a reality. 

“I’ll never forget the day when he 
got his Irish passport, it was very, very 
moving. Of course he didn’t need it, 
but it was nice for him. 

“Everybody always just assumed 
he was Irish-American and it was 
something he felt deeply.”


