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Missouri’s Fringe Fests Are Freewheeling Arts Fun 
by Barbara MacRobie 
 
A tribute to Motown. A potpourri of dance, music, storytelling, and audience participation where each 
bit lasts no more than two minutes. One man’s story of bicycling across the U.S. to meet other men with 
moustaches. And lots more theatre, dance, singing, magic, stand-up comedy, improv, storytelling, slam 
poetry, burlesque, vaudeville, circus, film, and even culinary arts and fashion design.    
 
At two summertime festivals in Missouri, you’ll experience all this in a yeasty atmosphere unlike anything 
else in the state. The 4th annual St. Lou Fringe takes place June 17-27 around the Grand Center arts and 
entertainment district. The 11th annual KC Fringe takes place July 16-26 in locations from the Crossroads 
Arts District to Country Club Plaza.  
 
“Our festivals are what I call choose-your-own adventure,” said Em Piro, founder and director of St. Lou 
Fringe. “You will find an uninhibited creative community—projects created with passion, straight from the 
professional artists and the streets of our cities.” 
 
First Fringe born by happenstance 
 

Both Missouri festivals carry the name “fringe” because their founders were inspired by a type of 
unconventional festival that started unexpectedly in Scotland shortly after World War II. In 1947, eight 
theatre companies that had not been invited to be part of the inaugural Edinburgh International Festival 
decided to show up anyway to take advantage of the large crowds in the city for the mainstream event.  

City in Motion Dance Theater, KC Fringe 2014 
 

http://www.missouriartscouncil.org/
http://stlfringe.com/
http://www.kcfringe.org/


The next year, local journalist Robert Kemp described the non-official events as “round the fringe of official 
Festival drama.” “Fringe” stuck as a fitting name for what had bloomed into an alternative festival. 
 
The Edinburgh Fringe prospered. Other festivals picked up the name, the format, and the spirit. Over 
the past few years, the growth of Fringe fests has zoomed. According to the World Fringe organization, 
152 Fringe festivals are taking place around the world in 2015—up from 84 in 2010 and 28 in 2000.  
 
Open, uninhibited, and cheap 
 

Each Fringe has its own unique personality and focus, but Kansas City and St. Louis share these traits 
common to Fringes worldwide: 
 
▪  Open and unjuried. Unlike mainstream festivals that invite only the artists they want, Fringes are open 
to anyone. Both St. Lou Fringe and KC Fringe take applications “first come, first served” without judging the 
content of the proposed shows.  “Adjudication is great, but a lot of artists can be intimidated by that,” said 
Ashley Tate, whose modern/jazz/urban Ashleyliane Dance Company has performed at St. Lou Fringe from 
the beginning. “Maybe your art isn’t what people are used to or doesn’t easily fit into a category. Fringe 
says that whatever you are trying to say is your creative voice and it should be heard.” 
 
St. Lou Fringe currently 
has room for 30 performing 
groups. The event gives  
10 slots to the first local 
performers who apply and 
10 to the first national 
performers who apply. The 
remaining 10 are filled by 
lottery. “Hopefully one day 
we will be the size and 
scale where we can take 
everyone,” said Em. KC 
Fringe has grown enough, 
adding three new 
performance venues for 
2015, that this year every 
artist who applied was 
accepted. “It’s the first year 
in five that we have not had 
a wait list,” said Cheryl 
Kimmi, founder and 
executive director. 
 
▪  Inexpensive for artists to perform. Production fees are low, and the festivals provide logistical support. 
“Some artists can’t produce in the regular market because it’s too expensive—you can’t rent a venue for 
one night for less than $1000,” said Cheryl.  “At KC Fringe, the cost to do three shows in a small venue is 
$350. And we provide basic light and sound, technicians to run the light and sound, and all the front of the 
house such as ticketing, ushers, and a house manager. We also do the bookkeeping and track the sales.”  
 
▪  Inexpensive for audiences to experience. The first step for anyone who wants to watch shows at KC 
Fringe and St. Lou Fringe is to buy a $5 festival button that provides access to all events. After that, tickets 
to individual shows top out at $15. Many shows cost even less. Both fests have partnered with local 
businesses to offer substantial perks and discounts year-round for button holders—“another way we 
enhance community engagement,” said Cheryl.  

  Creepy Basement Players, St. Lou Fringe 2014. The St. Louis comedy troupe, which performs the 
“long form” storytelling style of improv, will be at both St. Lou Fringe and KC Fringe in 2015. 

http://www.ashleyliane.com/


▪  Focused on performing arts taking place at indoor venues.  “We’re a more traditional theatergoing 
experience than a festival like Earth Day or PrideFest,” said Em. “We’re trying to walk a balance between 
being a theatre festival but also a centralizing community festival.” (Both Missouri festivals do include some 
outdoor and visual arts elements, such as Chalk Riot’s sidewalk art in Grand Center).  
 
▪  Fast-paced. 
Performances are all 
60 minutes or less, like 
Breakneck Hamlet, coming 
this year to KC Fringe, in 
which Chicago actor Tim 
Mooney does a one-man, 
one-hour condensation of 
the entire play. 
 
▪  Adventurous. The 
uncensored and affordable 
access for artists combined 
with the enthusiasm of 
Fringe audiences make 
it possible for Fringes to 
feature works that take 
risks, push boundaries,  
and explore unusual ground.  
“People want to see unique productions, not something they can see at any theater at any time,” said 
burlesque comic Susanna “Lucky DeLuxe” Lee. “Fringe is a confidence-building and highly supportive 
environment for growing new shows.”  Budding artists who have never before performed in public have 
a chance to show their stuff. Veteran performers can try out new ideas.  
 
“We had two goals at the outset,” said Em. “For patrons, to connect with work in a central setting in the city, 
to experience new things, to broaden their horizons and become fans. For artists, to break through the 
‘creative glass ceiling’ that puts limitations especially on established artists who might lose funding or 
audiences. At Fringe, it’s okay to take risks, to say ‘let’s just see what happens.’” 
 
Freedom to experiment 
 

“We can throw what we have in front of an audience and get really great feedback,” said Erin Rehberg, 
founder and artistic director of Core Project from Chicago. The multi-faceted dance company has performed 
several times in both Missouri Fringes and will perform this year in St. Louis. “We now have people coming 
back every year who are getting much freer with constructive criticism.”  
 
The Core Project dancers work with actors, musicians, and media artists to create interdisciplinary works. 
“This year, I challenged artists to make work that is two minutes or less,” said Erin. “There are dances, 
monologues, live music, and interaction with the audience, like a paint-off where we’ll give two audience 
members two minutes to create a masterpiece. It’s super fun and weird and everything about Core Project 
distilled into one quick show.” 
 

Kevin Lamb is making his first major 
foray into the performing arts world 
at this year’s St. Lou Fringe with his 
Mustache Across America. He and 
two other actors interact with each 
other and video clips that were shot 

Chalk Riot in Strauss Park in Grand Center, St. Lou Fringe 2014 

http://www.chalkriotart.com/
http://timmooneyrep.com/
http://timmooneyrep.com/
http://www.getluckydeluxe.com/
http://www.coreprojectchicago.org/


while Kevin bicycled from Portland, Maine, to Portland, Oregon. He interviewed mustachioed men en route 
“to learn the secret under the umbrella of their smiles,” he said. “I’ve done open mikes, but I’ve never done 
a stage performance anything like this.” 
 
Kevin found out about St. Lou Fringe when he saw a notice about artist applications posted in the 
washroom of a local coffeehouse. “I sent mine in and was fortunate to be selected. It’s a fantastic 
opportunity to give people who might not have a voice a chance to express themselves.” 
 
Another first-time Fringe artist is Korey Childs. Although he has had close contacts with KC Fringe for years 
because his partner, Courtney Perry, is in charge of the festival’s fashion side, 2015 is the first time he has 
created a show. “We were sitting around and talking about what was going on in life—Ferguson, same-sex 
marriage. We thought, woudn’t it be great to hear this from women’s standpoint?” he said. “In our Proud, 
three women will 
intermingle stories 
among women’s, 
black, and gay 
movements.” 
 
Proud will be 
performed in Korey 
and Courtney’s own 
Arts Asylum, a 
downtown visual and 
performing arts 
space. “To produce 
our own show for 
Fringe in our own 
space is a perfect 
storm,” Korey said. 
“We’re very excited 
about the opportunity 
to create a new piece 
for the city.” 
 
“Fringe has helped me develop unique shows that I’ve been able to then carry into other venues,” said 
Susanna “Lucky DeLuxe” Lee. The Kansas City native moved to Los Angeles in 2011 but continues to 
perform at KC Fringe as she has since 2007. “It gives me a venue to try out new things and new formats, 
because Fringe audiences are so open and accepting of all different types.” 
 
 In 2011, Susanna brought Kansas City her one-woman Getting Lucky, which combined comedy, 
burlesque, storytelling, and original games. “I was able to tour that show across the country for about two 
years.” For KC Fringe 2015, she is bringing her multi-performer Dirty Birdie Story Hour. “I’ll be bringing in 
a couple of guest performers each show to tell their personal stories of deviance.” 
 
“I’m always telling fellow artists about Fringe,” said “Brother John” Anderson, actor, motivational storyteller, 
vocalist, and cultural historian. He has been bringing shows about American music to KC Fringe ever since 
the festival’s second year. Last year’s show focused on “father of soul” Sam Cooke. This year’s is Motown 
Dreams. “I tell the artists, ‘Try the piece you’ve always wanted to do.’” 
 
Receptive audiences 
 

Fringe artists say they love how open the Fringe audiences are to new ideas. “People will go to a show 
with no idea of what they going to see, just for the adventure,” said Tim Mooney.  

Core Project will perform at St. Lou Fringe 2015. – photo by Tanner Morrison 

http://www.theartsasylum.org/
http://www.getluckydeluxe.com/
https://www.facebook.com/br.john?_rdr


“There’s an audience willing to take a change on something they’ve never heard of by people they’ve never 
met,” said KC Fringe veteran Bryan Colley, a playwright, screenwriter, graphic designer, and artist from 
Sugar Creek. “Outside of Fringe, that’s kind of iffy. But at Fringe, there’s a pretty good chance somebody 
will show up to see your show.”  
 
“And they’ll talk to each other about what they’re seen,” said Tim. “A show can be successful just from the 
buzz in the lobbies and on the streets.”  
 

Brian and co-author/director 
Tara Varney will bring a 
show to KC Fringe for their 
eighth year in 2015. 
“Voyage to Voyager is 
about the Golden Record 
that was put together by 
astronomer Carl Sagan for 
the space mission Voyager. 
He’s a character in the play. 
We’re doing it at the 
Planetarium at Union 
Station. We’ll have video 
and animation and multi-
media.” 
 
The six friends who make 
up the improvisational 
comedy troupe Creepy 
Basement Players are 
thrilled by Fringe audiences’ 
lack of preset expectations. 
“It was the most wonderful 

                                                                                                                               experience in St. Louis last 
                                                                                                                               year to perform in front of  
                                                                                                                               an audience that wasn’t 
                                                                                                                               used to improv,” said 
troupe leader Pete Papavlasopoulos. “We do most of our shows at the Improv Shop in St. Louis, where 
audiences know what they’re getting. But at Fringe there’s a collection of all kinds of different people.” 
Named for the room in which the friends rehearsed when they first began melding together as a troupe, 
Creepy Basement Players will perform this year in both St. Louis and Kansas City. 
 
Making connections 
 

Newbies and veterans alike draw inspiration not only from audiences but from each other.  
 
“Because everything at Fringe is walkable,” said Core Project’s Erin Rehberg, “the second our show is done 
we can go hit someone else’s. We’ve made a lot of connections. We’ve brought artists we’ve met in St. 
Louis to Chicago to work with us.” 
 
“Artists will see other artists doing cool stuff,” said Cheryl, “and they’ll say, ‘Let’s work together next year.’” 
 
New York-based performer/playwright Siobhan O’Loughlin was so impressed by the community she met 
at St. Lou Fringe in 2014 that she is considering moving to St. Louis. 
 

For KC Fringe 2014, Bryan Colley and Tara Varney together with Kansas City composer Daniel 
Doss created the 30-minute chamber opera Red Death, based on a short story by Edgar Allan 
Poe about a band of revelers trying to outwit the plague. The work was the most popular show 
of the entire festival. 

http://www.jupiterkansas.com/
https://www.facebook.com/creepybasementplayers
https://www.facebook.com/creepybasementplayers
http://siobhanoloughlin.com/


“It’s definitely on my mind as a place to live once I’ve finished this tour,” she said. “The Fringe was an 
awesome event. All the reporters I contacted actually got back to me! My show sold out the opening night! 
I felt really welcomed by the community and the other artists working there. “ 
 

Siobhan returns to St. Lou Fringe this summer with 
The Rope in Your Hands, her solo show created 
from interviews with 13 people she met in New 
Orleans while volunteering after Hurricane Katrina. 
 
“It’s a variety of their perspectives on what 
happened, what should have happened, creating 
an analysis of race and class in our country. 
I wrote this play six years ago, but for the first time 
in my life (I’m 27) people are widely addressing the 
race and segregation problems we have. That’s 
why I’m doing the play again this summer.” 
 
Steady growth 
 

Fringe festivals network with each other 
worldwide. KC Fringe and St. Lou Fringe are 
members of World Fringe and the United States 
Association of Fringe Festivals. Cheryl and Em 
share ideas to help each other’s festivals thrive. 
Both events have grown steadily, and 2015 will 
mark their biggest year yet. 
 
“When we launched as a three-day event in 2005, 
it was by the seat of our pants,” said Cheryl. “In 
the spirit of Fringes, we said we’d take anyone. 
We threw up a website on March 1 and figured if 

                                                                                           by May 1 we had 30 entries, we’d have a festival. 
                                                                                           We had 54. We took them all. And we were off!” 
 
The 2015 edition will run for 11 days with shows every day from Thursday, July 16 through Sunday, July 26. 
“On any given night, 15-16 shows are running simultaneously. We’ll have nearly 450 performances by 109 
groups in 23 venues.”  
 
Like KC Fringe, St. Lou Fringe started on one weekend. In 2015, however, the festival is expanding to two 
weekends, with events Wednesday-Sunday, June 17-21, and Thursday-Saturday, June 25-27. There will 
be 30 shows in five studio and pop-up theatres in three blocks of the Grand Center arts district. “We’re 
keeping the same amount of programming as last year,” said Em, “but playing with our structure. We 
believe this will give people more options to see shows instead of being rushed over five days.”  
 
Only when the festival is over will the St. Louis team know if the two-weekend tweak was effective. “Last 
year, we sustained the 2,500 ticket sales we had in 2013. We don’t know if that is just going to be our 
number. We’re pretty confident there are more audiences who want to engage with the performing arts 
and that we’ll be able to grow, but we decided we needed to look at ways our model could allow for that.” 
 
Grassroots visions, generous service  
 

Along with growth in audiences comes the need to grow the festivals’ professional structure. Though neither 
director plans to step down soon, both are working to build a model to endure beyond their own tenure. 

 Siobhan O’Loughlin will perform her one-woman The Rope in Your 
Hands at St. Lou Fringe 2015. – photo by Lauren Taylor 

http://www.worldfringe.com/
http://fringefestivals.us/what-is-fringe/index.html
http://fringefestivals.us/what-is-fringe/index.html


In 2005 when Cheryl founded KC Fringe, she had years of arts management and volunteer service under 
her belt, including a stint as deputy director of the Heart of America Shakespeare Festival and her then-
current position as director of Arts Alive. Her contacts in the theatre and funding worlds, especially with 
ArtsKC–Regional Arts Council, led to her desire to start a Fringe and her knowledge about how to fund it. 
 

In 2012 when Em founded St. Lou Fringe, she 
was a part-time actor and director and a full-time 
community resources counselor at St. Patrick 
Center, which provides housing, employment and 
health opportunities for people who are homeless 
or at risk. Her job with the Center forged 
connections with community organizations that 
proved invaluable when she set about starting 
St. Lou Fringe. 
 
Both festivals earn their keep through grants, 
donations, and in-kind services. St. Lou Fringe 
ticket sales benefit only performers and 
technicians. KC Fringe keeps 10% of ticket sales, 
with the venues receiving 30% and the artists 
receiving 60%.  
 
Neither Em nor anyone else on the St. Lou Fringe 
staff was paid for the first years. “But our festival 
was telling us we needed full-time staff, so I had 
a heart-to-heart with our board,” she said. 
 
“We don’t offer a salary to anyone, but now we 
offer an honorarium to all our staff. I receive 
enough so I can commit to working full-time hours 
even though I get paid part-time. I freelance as an 
actor and writer to fill in the gaps. ”  
 
KC Fringe is even more dependent on the ability of 

                                                                                          staff to donate their time. “The only people paid are 
                                                                                          our seasonal technicians,” said Cheryl. “Everybody 
                                                                                          else is a volunteer. I quit my job to manage this.” 
She knows that situation will not be duplicated. “It is not sustainable to have an all-volunteer organization. 
Two years ago at the big conference of the United States Association of Fringe Festivals, one of the hot 
topics was succession planning. I’m not thinking of stepping down any time in the near future. But I’m 
working on my ‘hit by a bus’ plan.” 
 
Ongoing impact 
 

The importance of keeping the Missouri Fringes healthy goes beyond their two-week runs because of the 
impact the festivals are having on their communities. 
 
“Ever since KC Fringe started,” said Bryan Colley, “local playwrights like me have been coming out of the 
woodwork and getting their plays done at Fringe. Other theaters are now producing our plays.” 
  
“There are new production companies and theaters in town because artists have learned that the people 
will come,” said Cheryl. “People are scouting Fringe shows to insert the shows into their regular seasons. 
“Several shows have been picked up and taken on tour. A play by Kyle Hatley of Kansas City Repertory 

Michael Hagmeier will play his didgeridoo, a wind instrument 
developed by indigenous Australians, at St. Lou Fringe 2015. 
– photo by Allan Crain 



Theatre that premiered at Fringe, Watering the 
Grave, has just had a reading off-Broadway. 
 
“And our existing theaters get more exposure. 
Because of Fringe, people come see their shows 
during their regular season who haven’t been 
through their doors before.” 
 
“We see more new work emerging in the St. Louis 
community,” said Em, “from both established 
institutions and new companies. Young creative 
artists are seeing doors opening up. Some artists 
who had moved away from St. Louis came back 
for Fringe as a testing ground, to see if patrons 
were receptive and if this were a community they 
could make an investment in. And they have 
moved back to town. 
 
“We came in at a time with a lot of positive energy,” 
Em noted, “and we sowed the seeds along with many 
other organizations. For instance, the same year we founded St. Lou Fringe, Shakespeare Festival St. 
Louis founded Shakespeare in the Streets. St. Louis is a very optimistic place for the arts right now.” 
 
The Fringe festivals bring business to Missouri. “We know from our online sales,” said Cheryl, “that people 
from 26 states plus Canada are buying tickets. They spend the entire 11 days of Fringe in Kansas City.” 
 

Fringing into the future 
 

Cheryl and Em aspire to deepen their festivals’ 
impact even further. 
 
“I have to be careful, because I’m a dreamer and 
I love to really project!” said Cheryl. “Certainly we 
want to continue growing our youth programs in 
partnership with the Kansas City Public Library. 
This year we’re adding a poetry and music slam 
in a separate teen night.  
 
“We are getting grants to pay our artists to go 
year-round into inner-city schools where they don’t 
have the arts. We are taking over the corporate arts 
program by Art at Work because they are refocusing 
on advocacy. We want to grow practical and 
business workshops for artists.” 
 
“Our real passion and our mission to begin with 
were not only to produce a fest but to serve needs 
in the community,” said Em.  
 
“We are in a unique position because we don’t 
produce our own work. Instead, we are a platform, 

                                                                                       a mirror. We may be able to be an advocate voice 
                                                                                       because we can listen to people from all these 
 

 Tim Mooney will perform all of Hamlet in 60 minutes at 
 KC Fringe 2015. – artwork by David C. Jensen 

Ashleyliane Dance Company, dancer Brianna Ford. The troupe 
will perform at St. Lou Fringe 2015. – photo by ProPhotoSTL 



different companies. Right now we don’t know what form that will take, but it’s a conversation we’re having. 
Our board and staff are doing a lot of soul-searching about what are we achieving and if there are ways we 
can achieve it better.” 
 
Something for everyone 
 

Whatever the future holds, 
Missouri’s Fringe festivals exactly 
as they exist today provide 
audiences and artists with a 
uniquely approachable, stimulating, 
and entertaining cluster of delights. 
 
“We have it all, from family fare to 
date-night-only fare,” said Cheryl.  
 
“The people who come to Fringe 
truly run the gamut,” said Em. 
“You might see some quirky young 
person dressed like an elf, and you 
might see a retired couple in their 
70s from the County. Fringe is 
a very workable place to 
accommodate every flavor of 
person. The only thing you need 
is that you love to see shows.”  
 
“I always try to reach not just the dance audience, but the non-dance and even the non-performing-arts 
audience,” said Ashley Tate. “Ashleyliane Dance Company comes out of all different kinds of hats all the 
time. So we align just right with what Fringe is all about.”  
 
Em compares the variety of Fringe shows to a multiplex movie theater. “If you and your honey or best friend 
don’t want to see the same shows, there’s something at any given point that will appeal. Each show is only 
50 minutes long. You can split up. Parents can come with their kids, send their older kids to one show and 
go themselves to another, and still have this shared experience. 
 
“If you love experimental, strange, avant-garde stuff, you will be able to find that. If you love sweet, 
wholesome, movie-musical stuff, you will be able to find that.  
 
“No one will be out of place. Fringe is such a neat, welcoming environment in which you can explore.” 
 
 
 
All images are courtesy of KC Fringe, St. Lou Fringe, and the artists pictured.  
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Magic Cabaret at KC Fringe 2014. The 2015 fest will also include magic and circus arts. 
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