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Missouri Artists Unleash the Power of Steam(punk) 
by Barbara MacRobie 
 
 A medium-sized airship crested over another vessel heading straight for the Sparrowhawk. Its gaudy 
bright colors made it stand out from the steel-gray German Zeppelins. The captain said to Genevieve, 
“Prepare to dive. Straight down and then roll to the left. If you do it right we’ll miss all the action above 
us. If not, we die a fiery death. Having fun yet?” Genevieve smiled. “Awaiting your orders, captain.”  
 

The gun ports on the large 
Zeppelin opened along its 
entire length. “Now! 
Alexander, full throttle.” 
 
Thus the valiant crew of the 
airship Sparrowhawk wings into 
battle against a flying armada 
of fiends bent on taking over 
their world. It’s Europe in 1881. 
The scene might have been 
written by Jules Verne. But it 
was written by St. Louisan Brad 
R. Cook, in his 2014 young-
adult novel Iron Horsemen.  

Steampunk performers and fans on Main Street in Hannibal during the inaugural Big River Steampunk Festival, 
August 30-31, 2014 – photo by Karen Martino 

               

 

Illustration by St. Louis artist Jennifer Stolzer for Iron Horsemen. “I imagined the airship 
as a mix of Zeppelin and Chinese junk,” said Brad. “She really captured it!"  

http://www.missouriartscouncil.org/
http://bradrcook.com/aboutbradrcook.html
http://bradrcook.com/aboutbradrcook.html
http://www.jenniferstolzer.com/


The swashbuckling story boasts not only authentic 19th-century technology like Gatling guns but fantastical 
inventions like a venomous mechanical snake. “I mix the glories of the Victorian Age with possibilities they 
never knew,” said Brad. Which makes Brad one of the many Missouri artists who are being inspired by a 
blend of history, science fiction, and fantasy known as “steampunk.” 
 
In the worlds of steampunk, the great motive power of technology is steam, just as it was for the engines 
that drove the actual Industrial Revolution. But that steam is powering inventions that did not exist until long 
after the Victorians, like computers, or have never existed at all, like ray guns. As a result, said steampunk 
scholar Rachel Cochran, “time is fractured, and the story isn’t quite the one you knew.” No matter what the 
contraptions are, aesthetically they will look like something the real Victorians would have loved.  
 
Writers, theatrical performers, filmmakers, 
musicians, dancers, and visual artists all 
around Missouri are creating works that 
dwell in Victorian pasts that never were 
or in Victorian-flavored futures. 
 
Missouri even has a new festival entirely 
devoted to steampunk. This Labor Day 
Weekend, September 5-7, the 2nd annual 
Big River Steampunk Festival will fill 
downtown Hannibal with entertainment, 
artisans, how-to workshops, and special 
events including an 1870s baseball 
tournament and ghost tours of the city’s 
Victorian mansions. 
 
When the Hannibal History Museum created 
the first Big River fest last August 30-31, 
they had no idea what a stunning success 
it would be. “Everything was five times bigger 
than what we expected,” said Lisa Marks, 
museum co-founder and director. “Instead 
of a dozen entrants in our costume contest, 
we had 70. We thought we’d fill one trolley 
with our ghost tour. We had 96 people!” 
By popular demand, the 2015 fest has 
expanded into three full days.  
 
Why is steampunk catching fire? What 
kinds of works are Missouri artists creating? 
We talked with Lisa and with artists around 
the state to explore steampunk’s appeal 
and how, as she says, “when you see the 
potential of what you can do under the 
umbrella of steampunk, there’s no limit.” 
 
Where did it come from? 
 

Many artists told us that when people ask them to explain steampunk, their go-to definition is “Victorian 
science fiction.” However, this can be confusing, since it does not refer to science fiction written by actual 
Victorians, like Jules Verne in 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea and H.G. Wells in The Time Machine. 
Steampunk is more as though Verne and Wells were living right now and writing those same books.   

The original look of Jules Verne’s stories comes astonishingly to life in 
 a 1958 movie by Czech filmmaker Karel Zeman. Combining live actors with 

animation, the film recreates the line engravings that illustrated the first 
editions. American producer Joseph E. Levine dubbed the film into English 

and brought it to the U.S. – poster by Reynold Brown (public domain) 

http://www.bigriversteampunkfestival.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qcgd0OQUTBc


“Verne is the father of the steampunk aesthetic,” said Rachel, whose master’s thesis at the University of 
Missouri last year focused on steampunk. “And he was writing 100 years before we had a name for it.” 
 
The name popped up for the first time in 1987. “Author K.W. Jeter was trying to describe new work he and 
some of his buddies were writing that was science fiction set in a Victorian period,” said Ben Watkins of 
Columbia, director of the Steamworks and Shadows web series. 
 

In a letter in the science fiction magazine Locus, Jeter 
playfully riffed on the popular genre of “cyberpunk,” dark 
stories set in seamy technology-driven future worlds. He 
wrote: “I think Victorian fantasies are going to be the next 
big thing, as long as we can come up with a fitting 
collective term….Something based on the appropriate 
technology of that era; like ‘steam-punks,’ perhaps….” 
 
“And it stuck,” said Ben.  
 
The name has occasionally created pitfalls for artists. 
“Some people spell it as two words,” said Barb Hensiek, 
manager of the Steampunk Revolution band from Ash 
Grove, “and as a result a lot of people assume we are 
a punk band.” In fact, the band plays blues, rock-and-roll, 
and rockabilly. 
 
“’Steampunk’ is maybe not the most proper name,” 
said Rachel. “But it’s the one that’s lasted.” 
 
Though steampunk started as a literary genre, the 
concept has spread into all sorts of visual and performing 
arts, especially over the past 10 years or so. “It’s become 
such an artisan movement,” said Rachel, “with jewelry, 
fashion, accessories, and artwork.” 
  
Steampunk fans are getting together in online 
communities and in person at conventions devoted to 
science fiction, fantasy, or comics. These “cons” are 
typically held in hotels and feature celebrity guests, 
seminars, workshops, panels, and social events. Many 
attendees wear costumes and engage in cosplay, in 
which they interact with other people as the characters 
as whom they are dressed.    
 
Cons tend to attract people who are already in love 
with the fandoms the cons are featuring. The Big River 
Steampunk Festival opens the door even wider. Big River 
is designed to appeal anyone who will enjoy a full-scale 
festival experience. What makes Hannibal the perfect 
location for steampunk, says Lisa, is that the city is 
already authentically Victorian. 

 
“You’ll be truly immersed in the era as you walk among 19th-century buildings on Main Street,” she said. 
“You can ride in a hot air balloon floating over the Mississippi. You can have tea with Mark Twain in an 
1840s barn converted into a café. You can dance at our Time Travelers’ Ball on a riverboat while a band 
plays songs from the late 1800s.” 

http://www.brassengineproductions.com/steamworks-and-shadows
https://www.facebook.com/SteampunkRevolutionBand
https://www.youtube.com/user/SteampunkedBand
https://www.youtube.com/user/SteampunkedBand


History and hometown enthusiasm 
 

The desire to actively involve people in experiencing Hannibal’s heritage was what gave Lisa and her 
husband, Ken, the idea for the Big River festival in the first place. The couple had founded the nonprofit 
Hannibal History Museum in 2011, three years after they moved to Hannibal from St. Louis. 
 
“Ken and I thought that steampunk perfectly embodied the spirit 
of Hannibal’s history,” she said. “Hannibal was steeped in the 
Industrial Revolution. Literally hundreds of people who lived here 
in the 1880s filed patents. The city was a railroad hub, a major 
center of commerce and industry. The lumber barons built 
magnificent homes, many of which have been beautifully restored. 
We were the epitome of the Gilded Age—a term coined by our 
own Mark Twain!” she said. 
 
Lisa and Ken brought up their idea for a steampunk festival at 
a meeting of downtown merchants in March 2014. “All of us were 
talking about how Hannibal didn’t have a Labor Day Weekend 
event,” she said. “It was a glaring omission. People thought about 
riverboat days, but other cities along the Mississippi were doing 
those. We needed to find our own niche. Ken and I said, ‘What 
about steampunk?’ As soon as we explained the concept, the 
group said ‘YES!!’” 
 
The challenge of creating a new festival in just five months was 
immeasurably eased, Lisa said, by the generosity of steampunk 
artists and the Hannibal community. “Every entertainer we have is somebody who has contacted us and 
offered to come,” she said. “I have not had to advertise for a single vendor, and this year we have four 
times as many. Every person we’ve asked to sponsor anything has said yes immediately.” 

 
Sponsorships are crucial because most of the 
festival events and entertainments are free. 
Admission applies only to premium events like 
the balloon rides and the Historic Hannibal 
Homes Tour. Any festival profits will benefit 
the Hannibal History Museum.  
 
“The support we’ve been having has been 
amazing!” Lisa said. “Hannibal is the epitome of 
the Show-Me State—you just have to do it, and 
then people will support it. People are so excited 
about what we’re doing. Steampunk events are 
so much fun, so joyous and uplifting. This town 
has embraced steampunk.”  
 
“Last year when I was running the art contest 
booth,” said Michael Gaines, executive director 
of the Hannibal Arts Council, which sponsors 
that contest, “on the first day I talked with many 
locals who’d come down to the festival to check 
it out. The next day, there they were in costume. 
They’d gone home and made costumes 
overnight. That was awesome!” 

Lisa Marks as Hannibal native Molly Brown, 
whom she will portray at the Big River festival  

http://www.hannibalhistorymuseum.com/
http://www.hannibalarts.com/


Hannibal artists join in 
 

The art contest attracted entries by artists from Hannibal, the surrounding area, and out of state. The 
artworks included sculpture, weaponry, paintings, drawings, and photography. First place went to Hannibal 
artists Cyndi and Kent Taylor for their decorated steamer trunk. 
 
“I grew up on Jules Verne, and we have a Queen Anne Victorian house six blocks from the historic district, 
but I’d never heard of steampunk before last year’s festival was announced,” said Cyndi. “So we Googled 
steampunk. We said to each other, ‘This is hot and new and fun and here in Hannibal—let’s do this!’” 
 

 
 
 
Cyndi is an award-winning painter and painting teacher who has been creating art professionally since 
1981, mostly portraits, landscapes, animals, and flowers in oil and pastel. Kent is a sculptor. “He can do 
anything!” said Cyndi. Kent used reclaimed lumber to convert the attic of their home into Cyndi’s studio.   
 

The do-it-yourself ingenuity that steampunk celebrates 
strongly appeals to the Taylors. They have become so 
excited about steampunk that at this year’s festival they will 
have a vendor booth. 
 
“I’m doing hats, purses, and jewelry, and Kent is doing more 
trunks,” Cyndi said. “When we looked at steampunk on Etsy, 
we found about 250,000 items but zero trunks. I told him, 
‘Honey, there’s your niche!’ All year long we’ve been going to 
thrift and antique stores looking for stuff we can steampunk 
up. Kent will see something and say, ‘I could use pieces off 
of that.’ Like clarinets—they have all kinds of cool little bits.” 
 
Another Hannibal-area artist, elementary school art teacher 
and painter Stephen Schisler, won second place for his 

Cyndi and Kent Taylor with their handmade steampunk costumes, weaponry, and prizewinning steamer trunk  
at the Hannibal Arts Council’s art contest booth – photo by Michael Gaines 

 The hinge side of the trunk just after being finished 

http://www.cynditaylor.com/home
http://myslart.org/profile/StephenSchisler


acrylic painting, The Cub Pilot. Like the Big River festival itself, the painting conflates steampunk icons 
with Hannibal history. “I was reading Mark Twain’s Life on the Mississippi, and my house in New London 
has a view of the river,” Steve said. “So I borrowed from a downtown statue of the young Mark Twain 
piloting a riverboat (you were called a cub pilot during 
your apprenticeship) and superimposed the stained 
glass, gears, and dials.” He hopes to participate in the 
art contest again this year.  
 
Steve said he probably first encountered the word 
steampunk about 10 years ago via the internet, “but 
the first time I experienced it, though I didn’t know that 
at the time, was watching cartoons as a kid. There was 
a show called BraveStarr, and I remember Sherlock 
Holmes falling through a time portal and having to track 
down Moriarty 300 years in the future. And I’ve always 
been interested in science fiction films.” 
 
Though Steve paints realistic portraits and local 
scenes, in another strand of his art he loves “taking 
easily recognizable things from pop culture and 
juxtaposing things that don’t go”—like his painting 
The Softer Side of Han Solo, in which the Star Wars 
pilot cuddles a pair of teddy bears. 
 
“So steampunk is kind of what I’ve always been 
doing,” he said. “With steampunk, you can expand 
your imagination. That’s what makes it fun.” 
 
The Big River Festival gave award-winning jewelry 
designer Brandy Hurt the impetus to make “a real 
departure from my usual work,” she said. “I’ve so 
enjoyed making my sterling silver steampunk pieces.” 
  
Brandy and her parents, Randall and Debbie Hurt, 
specialize in jewelry they design and craft at their  
AVA Goldworks in downtown Hannibal. “Most of 
our work focuses on gemstones and wirework,” 
she said. “Last year, though, when we learned about 
the festival and wanted to participate, we thought it 
would be more fun if we made special pieces that 
were only available then.  
 
“My dad and I had some old pocket watches. He’s 
worked with watchmakers, and he helped me take 
the pieces apart so I’d have the individual cogs and 
watch parts. I tried to come up with the most interesting 
ways to put them together in my steampunk pieces. 
 
“The festival turned out to be really fun and successful, 
and we’ll have a booth again. Most of our steampunk 
jewelry sold last year, so I’m making more now. Like last 
year, AVA Original Steampunk will be available only 
during the festival.” 

Stephen Schisler with his prizewinning The Cub Pilot 

Sterling silver steampunk necklace by Brandy Hurt 

http://literarylandmarks.tumblr.com/post/8920992990/mark-twain-steamboat-pilot-hannibal-missouri
https://stephenschisler.carbonmade.com/
http://avagoldworks.com/


A drove of diversions 
 

As well as the art contest, there are competitions for costumes, facial hair (the only requirement is that it be 
authentically grown by the entrant), photography taken during the festival, weaponry, and that staple of 
steampunk culture, gadgets and gizmos.  
 
These are some of the other thrills in store: 
 

• Opening parade on Saturday 
 

• Performances of music, magic, circus, comedy, 
vaudeville, dance, and storytelling 

 

• World premiere of Rocket & Airships, a musical 
written especially for the festival 

 

• Big River Film Festival, featuring short 
steampunk-themed films, many in 3D 

 

• Nerf dueling, in which contestants square off 
 with specially designed steampunk weapons 

repurposed from foam-dart spring-powered 
 Nerf gun toys 
 

• Ballroom dancing lessons on Main Street 
 

• Cake Walk Promenade 
 

• Reenactors: Hannibal actors portraying Teddy 
Roosevelt, Queen Victoria, and John Brown will 
both mingle on the streets and make special 
appearances here and there. Richard Garey 

 will perform his show specially developed for 
 the festival, Mark Twain on Steam. Lisa herself 

will be doing shows as Hannibal native 
“Unsinkable” Molly Brown, a role she plays 
around the state as a performer on the Missouri 
Arts Council’s Touring Performer Directory. 

 

• Vendors purveying clothing and props, books 
 such as Victorian speculative fiction, vintage 
 and upcycled items, art glass, and photography 
 including 1850s Ambrotype glass technique 
 

• The Airship Village, an area for steampunk groups to set up a docking bay for their crew 
 
Except for a couple of evening shows like The Burley-Que! Late-Night Cabaret, all the events are family-
friendly, said Lisa. And she stressed that no one needs to dress up to have fun.  
 
“The festival has so much entertainment and so many interesting things to see and do and learn about the 
history of Hannibal and the Victorian era. The steampunk is just an added bonus!” 
 
The sounds of steampunk 
 

Among the free shows at the Big River Steampunk Festival is the world premiere of an original steampunk 
musical, Rocket & Airships, written especially for the festival by Hannibal native Gary Gibbons. For the past 
10 years, Gary has been living in Hong Kong running his music production company, World Worm Studios, 
but he experienced the Big River festival last year while visiting family. “I enjoyed the event a lot and 
thought Hannibal was a great fit,” he said. “When I realized another festival was scheduled in 2015, 
I wanted to be part of it.” 

John Maune and Riley Stevenson, Hannibal’s official Tom 
Sawyer and Becky Thatcher for 2014, prepare to duel with 

steampunked Nerf guns. – photo by Brandy Jaquet  
 

http://www.bigriversteampunkfestival.com/schedule-of-events.html
http://www.heritagestage.com/
http://www.hannibalhistorymuseum.com/p/molly-brown-birthplace-and-museum.html
http://www.hannibalhistorymuseum.com/p/molly-brown-birthplace-and-museum.html
https://missouriartscouncil.org/touring.aspx
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Rocket-Airships/362415413946221
http://www.worldwormstudios.com/garygibbons.php
http://www.worldwormstudios.com/


“Gary contacted us out of the blue,” Lisa said. “He asked that the performance be given free of charge, as a 
way for him to give back to his home town.” After the festival, Gary said, “I plan to release the studio 
version, and am happy to have professional Hong Kong talents record it at my music production facility.” 
 

Four performers from the 
Hannibal Community Theatre will 
interact with recorded music and 
video to tell the story. 
 
“I love sci-fi,” said Gary, “and 
enjoy tales of heroes from the 
future going back to the past to 
stop evil from destroying the 
world. A typical storyline that has 
been told before, but inspirational 
to tell the individual stories of the 
characters! 

 
“In my musical, Captain Lincoln Rocket and Scientist Victoria Airships make a time jump to the 1800s 
to stop the evil Dr. Albert Von Ozone from destroying the past with his mind-controlling giant eyeball.” 
 
Gary’s plot is classic steampunk. But what makes his music steampunk?   
 
“I did a lot of research searching out steampunk artists, and it really varies,” Gary said. “Rocket & Airships 
has many styles of music to tell the story of the characters.”    
 
One of the Missouri bands playing at Big River tried to pin down steampunk music for us by calling it “the 
soundtrack to the steampunk world,” said singer/guitarist Horatio Tiberius Stark of Clearly Guilty. “It is the 
music that, when you hear it, you feel like could either be about steampunk, or played in that setting.” 
 

Clearly Guilty identifies itself as “Kansas 
City’s premier nerd folk band,” and the trio 
approaches steampunk from that standpoint. 
“For some of our songs, we sing about 
steampunk worlds. For all of our songs, 
we have a folk/bluegrass style that fits in 
nicely,” said Horatio. 
 
Other musicians performing at the festival 
take a historical tack. The Steampunk 
Stompers, a five-member ensemble from 
Naples, Florida, perform “music from the very 
era that inspired the culture, the days of 
Victorian and Edwardian dancing and song,” 
said trumpeter Mark Pettey.  
 
“We say,” said Barb Hensiek of Steampunk 
Revolution, “that we have ‘steampunked’ 
a song when we make it fresh and make it 
our own. Songs that were originally played 
with an acoustic guitar, we’ll play with electric 
instruments. We’ll rearrange a song that was 
one style, like an old blues song, into a rock- 

                                                                                                 and-roll or rockabilly style.” White Rabbit, Alice in Steampunk Wonderland, Midwest Regional Ballet 

http://clearlyguilty.net/
http://www.steampunkstompers.com/
http://www.steampunkstompers.com/
https://www.facebook.com/SteampunkRevolutionBand
https://www.facebook.com/SteampunkRevolutionBand


“The steampunk music scene is wild and crazy,” said Rachel Cochran. “Perhaps the only real criterion for 
being a steampunk musician is to say you’re a steampunk musician!” 
 
The music of the British rock band Queen is what started Kaye Lewis, director of Midwest Regional Ballet 
in Joplin, on the road to Alice in Steampunk Wonderland, her original full-length story ballet that she 
mounted for her company in 2013. “I was vacuuming and listening to The March of the Black Queen, and 
it just triggered something,” she said. “Omigosh, I could visualize it! The more I listened to the song, the 
more I realized there were a lot of Queen songs I could use for Alice. 
 
“I’d wanted to do something with steampunk flair for a long time. I’m obsessed with all things industrial. 
Even our new studio we’re opening this October is industrial repurposed.” Alice was a hit, and though the 
company’s seasons are set through 2016-17, Kaye said she may revive the production later. 
 
Allure of the past 
 

Like Lisa and Kent Marks, many steampunk fans come to the genre through the genuine history of Victorian 
and Edwardian times. That’s how Brad Cook, author of Iron Horsemen, got his steampunk start. 
 

“I’m a huge history fan,” he said. “I’ve tried to 
keep the book fairly accurate when it comes to 
things like class conflicts, the contrast between 
people who were nobles and people who 
weren’t, in an age when that meant something. 
 
“Then I throw in fantasy. I get to explore a time 
period I love, take what existed then, and morph 
it a little into something else.” 
 
Brad is a professional wordsmith who has 
published short stories, plays, and poetry; 
worked as an editor and business technical 
writer; recently completed a stint as president of 
St. Louis Writers Guild; and regularly blogs and 
lectures about the writer’s craft. Iron Horsemen 
is his first novel, the first book in a planned 
trilogy. This November will see the second, Iron 
Zulu, published like Iron Horsemen by St. Louis-
based Treehouse Publishing Group.  
 
Multi-faceted St. Louis artist Victoria Szulc 
has been able to take advantage of electronic 
publishing for her novel Strax and the Widow, 
available for purchase on Amazon via the free 
Kindle app. Like Brad’s novel, the book is the 
first of a planned trilogy. It is a steampunk 
Western, with most of the action taking place 
in Texas as the story follows the fortunes of 
a complex, courageous heroine.  

 
“My first inkling that I liked Victorian history came from a city/suburban student swap where we met at the 
Missouri History Museum to study the 1904 World’s Fair,” said Victoria. “I read Victorian stories and was 
fascinated by where my name came from. For me, steampunk is about both mechanicals and manners—
mixing steam-powered modernistic inventions with both the proper society and the seedier side of the era.” 
 

http://midwestregionalballet.com/
http://bradrcook.com/
http://www.amphoraepublishing.com/treehouse-publishing-group/
https://mysteampunkproject.wordpress.com/
http://www.amazon.com/Strax-Widow-Society-Trilogy-Book-ebook/dp/B00NSENACA/ref=la_B00CDFDIBI_1_3?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1438744096&sr=1-3


Victoria buys and maintains 
the rental costumes for Johnnie 
Brock’s Party Warehouse. 
“Which comes back to my 
historical tie—so many ideas 
come into my head when I’m 
doing that job!” The rest of the 
time, she is a professional artist 
with a strong focus on pet 
portraiture. She also creates 
sculptures and public art, such 
as the STL250 cake for the 
Soldiers Memorial Military 
Museum. At art shows and on 
Etsy, she sells her original 
steampunk costumes, millinery, 
and jewelry.  
 
“For my hats, I use vintage 
fabrics. For the jewelry, I often 
use antique pieces. Upcycling is 
big with steampunk,” she said.  
 
DIY and gears 
 

Another gateway into steampunk for many artists is their appreciation for the beauty of machinery. 
 
“My grandparents were farmers; my dad was a mechanic. I grew up around cars and farm equipment. I’ve 
always been fascinated by gears and mechanisms,” said painter and sculptor Sandra Conrad of Neosho. 
 

“Many of my sculptures are welded metal. People told me my work was 
steampunk, and when I looked into the movement, I had an aha moment. 
I realized a lot of the movies I like and the stuff I’m drawn to are classified 
that way. Now I look at steampunk artists’ work online, and it’s inspiring.” 
 
Sandra, who graduated with her B.F.A. last spring from Missouri 
Southern State University, has been engaged by Joplin Festival Group  
to create the décor for the steampunk public party they are producing 
this Halloween at The Cosmopolitan, a 1917 department store that has 
been transformed into an event center. “The venue is gorgeous—crystal 
chandeliers, marble pillars,” she said. “The contrast will be great between 
the Victorian space and my metal sculptures.” 
 
“My dad did house construction, and he still does tool and die 
machinery,” said Melissa Vinyard, jewelry artist from Cassville.  
 
“One day when I was wearing a necklace I’d made, somebody said to 
me, ‘Hey, that’s so steampunk.’ I said, ‘Okay, tell me what steampunk is, 
because I’ve got 15 more pieces at home in this style!’ I’ve investigated 
steampunk since, and I really like the style.” 
 
Melissa’s works are sold in Springfield at the Arts & Letters gallery, 
where all the jewelry, clothing, artwork, and gift items are locally or 

 Steampunk art by by Victoria Szulc: her novel and a necklace from an antique keyhole plate. 

Jewelry by Melissa Vinyard at the Arts 
& Letters Gallery in Springfield 

https://www.etsy.com/shop/TheHauteHen
http://sandraconrad.weebly.com/
https://www.facebook.com/joplinfestivalco
http://artsandlettersspringfield.com/


regionally made. “The jewelry is my wind-down,” she said, while she works on her B.A. in human services 
and psychology at Drury University in order to become a counselor.  
 
“I grew up tomboyish,” said Jenna 
Tomlin, “with a maker mentality—you 
keep the scraps and you do what you 
can by yourself—on a tiny homestead 
farm in Kansas.” She is now an 
insurance account manager in Kansas 
City and a self-taught metalwork artist 
creating copper jewelry and one-of- 
a-kind steampunk goggles. 
 
“I love bending and riveting, etching 
and flaming—who doesn’t love holding 
fire in your hands? Steampunk has 
pushed me in all sorts of ways to 
become a better artist. It is such a 
strong community of build your own, 
create your own, talk to other people 
about how they did it, then do it yourself.” 
 
As “Sydney Sterling,” Jenna is second mate of the steampunk group Airship Noir. “We have been Makers at 
Kansas City’s Maker Faire for the last four years, and at the Figments & Filaments costuming and cosplay 
convention for the past two years,” she said. “We try to present low-tech Maker skills as creative, artistic 
expressions. We’ve been very popular year after year.”  
 
Jenna is revamping her Etsy shop and attending conventions in the Kansas City metro area as an artist to 
sell her steampunk goggles and art pieces. Her work is featured in shows such as the Bits & Bobs exhibit 
running through October 17 at the Mustard Seed coffeehouse in Buhler, Kansas. 
 

“Steampunk fulfills and inspires my creativity 
and  imagination,” she said, “like no other 
genre has.” 
 
Internet creates new art forms 
  

Sandra Conrad finds inspiration in steampunk 
art online. Victoria Szulc publishes her novels 
and sells her jewelry online. Steampunk fans 
around the world talk with each other in 
communities online. And one important form 
of steampunk art exists only because of the 
internet: the independently made web series. 
 
These scripted videos that carry a story from 
beginning to end via several episodes are the 
sophisticated descendants of home movies, 
with the twist that they can be seen by anyone 
with internet access. They are the perfect 
venue for do-it-yourself filmmakers to create 
and share their own steampunk worlds.  

 

Goggles are an indispensable accessory for many steampunk characters. 
 These by Jenna Tomlin are of acid-etched brass. 

Airship Noir at Maker Faire 2014 at Kansas City’s Union Station. Built in 
1914, the building itself is steampunk-era. Jenna Tomlin is third from left. 

http://jennatomlin.blogspot.com/
http://jennatomlin.blogspot.com/
http://reflectionsink.exit256.com/Artwork/Artwork.htm
https://www.facebook.com/airship.noir
https://www.facebook.com/events/632239556911623/


Missourians have created two complete series: the five-part Dirigible Days by Day 304 Productions, the 
St. Louis filmmaking company run by spouses Julie and Gary Lobstein, and the nine-part Steamworks and 
Shadows by Brass Engine Productions, an events, entertainment, and multi-media company in Columbia 
directed by Ben Watkins.  
 
In Dirigible Days, Airship S.S. Beatrix runs into peril when transporting a shady lawman and his dangerous 
prisoner from the Cult of Cthulhu (the monstrous ancient deity created by H.P. Lovecraft). In Steamworks 
and Shadows, the crew of Airship Vindus roars through adventures that include a sinister masquerade ball 
and a shootout in the streets of a Western town.  
 

Both series are labors of 
love. Everyone involved 
in their creation has a 
day job and works on the 
videos in their spare 
time. “We built our sets 
in my wife’s parents’ 
basement,” said Gary. 
“We had only so much 
space, so we had to 
build one set at a time 
and film all the scenes 
for that set at once. 
I don’t think I’ve ever 

                                                                                                                                   worked that hard on 
                                                                                                                                   any other film project!” 
 
“Everybody has their own costumes and makes a lot of their own props,” said Ben. The cast and crew 
bankroll the productions themselves, with a little help from crowdfunding and some special generosity.  
 
“We asked Anthony Daniels, the voice of Star Wars’ C-3PO, 
if he would record the voiceover at the beginning of the 
episodes for us, and he did that for free,” said Gary. Old 
Cowtown Museum, an open-air living history museum in 
Wichita, Kansas, gave Steamworks and Shadows the run of 
the town to film whatever they wanted. The series was also 
able to film in historic Missouri locations like the Iron Horse 
Hotel in Blackwater, the Katy Depot in Boonville, and the 
Rivercene Mansion Bed & Breakfast (built originally for a 
steamboat captain) in New Franklin. 
 
The Beatrix crew continued their adventures in an online comic 
book that took the story to heights the team couldn’t possibly 
film. That marked the end of Dirigible Days, said Gary. “We’ve 
moved on to other stuff and do not plan to continue in that 
universe. But we do have a handful of other steampunk ideas 
on the backburner. We’re always working on short films.” 
 
Steamworks and Shadows, however, lives on. “We are in 
the middle of production for a short film that will continue part 
of the story, and in post-production for a couple of episodes 
that feature a new group of characters in the Steamworks 
universe,” said Ben. The cover art for the comic is by award-winning 

Marvel and DC veteran Rick Burchett of St. Louis. 

 Joe Myers as Dr. Dominic Stark and Jasha Lin as Lady Jane Summers in a scene from Veritas 
Uprising, Season One of Steamworks and Shadows. The shootout was filmed at Old Cowtown 
Museum in Wichita, Kansas. The museum hosts an annual Steampunk Day in late May/early June. 
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Though Ben and his colleagues take their art seriously, they maintain perspective. “It’s a hobby,” he said. 
“We’re keeping things light and fun. That’s why it took almost two years to complete the first season.” 
 
Both series have been screened live at conventions and film fests, but the internet is how they reach most 
of their audience. That is a double-edged sword, Ben said. “It’s so great to have the outlet. But how do you 
shine in the vast ocean of YouTube? I’m not worried, though. I do this because I love it, not because I want 
to be famous.” 
 
Freedom to soar 
 

What appeals to Ben the most about steampunk, he said, is the genre’s creative freedom.  
 
“There is no manual that tells you definitively, this is steampunk and this is how you have to do it. You don’t 
have to fit inside something that’s already made. You can take anything, mold it into steampunk, and make 
something new.” 
 
“There isn’t a wrong way to do it,” said Gary. “Everyone has their own way.” 
 
“There aren’t limitations with steampunk,” said Melissa Vinyard. “So it’s a real mental release of creativity.” 
 
“You can let historical facts infiltrate your steampunk, but not be bound by them,” said Rachel Cochran. 
“You can be informed and aware but still playful, and reinvent the history in adventuresome ways.” 
 
“I think what gives steampunk longevity,” said Lisa Marks, “is that it crosses over so many interests. 
It embraces science, technology, history, and art. It’s technical and mechanical, artistic and beautiful. 
Steampunk appeals to every background and age group. Both men and women love it. There truly is 
something for everyone.  
 
“There are no boundaries. Steampunk will take you as high as your imagination can soar.” 

 
Exploring Steampunk in Person at Cons 

 

Many Missouri conventions that are centered 
around science fiction, comics, anime, etc. 
also feature some steampunk aspects. 
“Most sci-fi/fantasy cons have artists’ booths, 
vendors, workshop ‘tracks,’ rooms, and 
events dedicated to steampunk,” said 
Victoria Szulc.  
 

Furthermore, next March will mark the 
debut of Missouri’s first con devoted entirely 
to steampunk. Gateway Gaslight and 
Steamworks takes place March 4-6, 2016 
at the Marriott West in St. Louis. It will be 
an “immersive” con, said co-founder Louise 
Hermes. “You take on a persona and interact 
in character with the other people who 
attend. A storyline unfolds across the three 
days.  It’s like a cross between a convention 
and a dinner theatre in which you are an 
an actor.” The con will also include the usual 
full menu of panels, how-to workshops, 
competitions, and entertainments. 

The Hermes family at TeslaCon, an immersive steampunk con in Madison, 
Wisconsin, that has helped to inspire their new con in St. Louis. Left to right: 

Louise, husband and co-founder Hank Hermes, daughter Jillian, and son Henry.  



From recommendations by Louise, Victoria, Ben, Jenna, and Randy Taylor of DoDeca Events in Columbia, 
we have collected Missouri cons where steampunk fans are most likely to find resources and kindred spirits.  
 

Gateway Gaslight and Steamworks 
March  |  St. Louis  |  Steampunk 
 

Kawa Kon 
March  |  St. Louis  |  Anime, science fiction, fantasy, toys, Japanese culture  
 

Naka-kon 
March  |  Kansas City  |  Anime and Japanese culture 
 

Figments & Filaments 
April  |  Kansas City  |  Costuming and cosplay in all genres 
 

Wizard World Comic Con 
April  |   St. Louis  |  Popular culture including movies, TV, comics, toys, gaming, anime and manga, graphic 
novels. Unlike the other cons on this list, which are organized locally, Wizard World is a traveling show that tours 
to 27 stops in cities throughout the U.S. each year.  
 

Anime St. Louis 
May  |  Metro St. Louis  |  Anime and gaming 
 

Planet ComiCon 
May  |  Kansas City  |  Comic books and popular culture 
 

Cosplacon 
June  |  Jefferson City  |  Cosplay, anime, science fiction, gaming 
 

Maker Faire KC 
June  |  Kansas City  |  Not a con per se, but a fair celebrating all things that people create themselves, from 
electronic gizmos to quilts 
 

Kansas City Comic Con 
August   |  Kansas City  |  Comic books and popular culture 
 

DoDeca-Con 
September  |  Columbia  |  “We are an ‘All Con,’” said Randy, “because we don't give our audience only one 
aspect of Geekdom but try to have a little bit of everything for everyone to enjoy. Also, we focus on the learning 
aspect, with events that teach you how to make movies, comics, costumes…whatever your heart desires.” 
 

Archon 
October  |  Metro St. Louis  |  Science fiction and fantasy 
 
 
All images are courtesy of the artists and events featured unless otherwise indicated.  
 

Missouri Artists Unleash the Power of Steam(punk) was created in August 2015 for the Missouri Arts Council, a state 
agency and division of the Department of Economic Development. The Missouri Arts Council provides grants to nonprofit 
organizations that meet our strategic goals of increasing participation in the arts in Missouri, growing Missouri’s economy 
using the arts, and strengthening Missouri education through the arts. Contact moarts@ded.mo.gov. 
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ConneCt with us! 
Like us on Facebook for fun with the arts all over Missouri. Sign up for our monthly 
e-newsletter, Art Starts Here, for updates and resources on the arts industry. Explore 
our website, missouriartscouncil.org, for grants information and cultural resources. 
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