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www.kansascity.com         July 19, 2008 

Kansas City Fringe Festival opens 

By ROBERT TRUSSELL 

The Kansas City Star 

Vanessa Severo never thinks about it. But she does. 

Her friends never think about it. Except they do. 

Audiences rarely notice it. When they do, they donôt care. 

When theatergoers turn out for ñThe Coppelia Projectò at this yearôs KC Fringe Festival they 

will see a side of Severo theyôve probably never seen. 

The 30-year-old actress was born with only a thumb on her left hand. In childhood she became 

skilled at hiding it. As an adult she became equally skilled at hiding it on stage. The first time 

this critic saw her perform, he didnôt notice her hand. All he saw was a good performance. 

And Severo has been seen a lot this year ð in Steven Eubankôs production of ñHedwig and the 

Angry Inch,ò understudying all the female characters in ñRumorsò at the New Theatre, 

delivering a riveting turn in the Actors Theatre KC production of ñDesdemonaò and now 

beginning rehearsals for the next Actors Theatre show, ñTaking Sides.ò 

But as Severo and her close friend, actress/director Heidi Stubblefield, developed ñThe Coppelia 

Projectò for the Fringe Festival, they came to a decision: Donôt hide the hand. Make the audience 

look. 

ñItôs nonverbal, itôs physical theater and it confronts disabilities, physical disabilities as well as 

hidden ones,ò Stubblefield said. 

Severo wonôt use the word ñdisabilityò to describe her left hand because she doesnôt think of it 

that way. For her, it is what it is. 

ñIôve decided to kind of go full-out and make it in your face,ò Severo said. ñItôs the perfect venue 

because in the confines of a clown show you can be as absurd as you want to be é Thereôs 

humor in it, and I didnôt want this piece to be, óOh, poor ò Vanessa.ô 

And, yes, a clown show is what it is. Stubblefield was trained in physical theater and is an 

accomplished clown in the European tradition. And sheôs trying to infuse her show with 

everything she knows about performing without speaking. She has subtitled the 45-minute 

production ñA Clown Ballet in Three Acts.ò 
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Stubblefield conceived the show last winter when she was appearing in ñOut of Order,ò a farce at 

the dinner theater. 

ñI was thinking about it over Christmastime while I was doing the New Theatre production, and I 

didnôt have any jobs coming up, and I decided it was time for me to come up with a new show 

for myself,ò she said. ñSo I told my story to the girls in the dressing room, and they said it kind 

of sounds like óCoppelia.ô ò 

That led her to ñThe Sandmanò by German writer E.T.A. Hoffmann, on which Léo Delibes 

based his comic ballet, ñCoppelia.ò In the 1816 story a young man goes to the city and meets a 

mechanical doll. The relationship doesnôt end well. 

ñItôs not a funny story,ò she said. ñItôs really kind of creepy.ò 

In Stubblefieldôs version, Dr. Coppelius (played by Ric Averill) is a dollmaker who creates a 

perfect human likeness. In ñThe Coppelia Project,ò he creates three dolls, but each one is 

imperfect. 

The first doll, played by Marisa Mackay, is beautiful on the outside but not very nice because, 

Stubblefield said, ñshe is repulsed by the inventor.ò The second doll (Kalen Compernolle) has a 

wiring defect that prevents her from judging spatial distances and as a result is always running 

into things. 

The third doll (Severo) wears gloves and looks perfect until a young workshop intruder (Doogin 

Brown) breaks her hand. At that point, the glove comes off and the audience will see Severoôs 

left hand as it actually is. 

Stubblefield said she wanted Severo in the piece from the very beginning. 

ñUltimately, itôs about her,ò Stubblefield said. ñYou know, itôs about beauty in the eye of the 

beholder. I always thought about her in it because sheôs funny and sheôs talented and sheôs 

beautiful, and she has one thing not a lot of people know about unless they look very closely. But 

she can stand on her hands. She can walk on her hands. We did óBFGô (at the Coterie) and she 

manipulated a puppet. She can do anything. Thatôs the point.ò 

As Severo describes it, she approaches most challenges with an iron will. 

When she was 7 she began doing gymnastics on the uneven bars. She got blisters on her left 

hand, but she did it. In ñTrue Confessions of a Go-Go Girlò at last yearôs festival she learned to 

be a convincing pole dancer. 

Once, when she lived in San Francisco, she was cast as the maid in ñA Secret Garden.ò The 

director didnôt notice her hand until two weeks into rehearsal. He ordered that deep pockets be 

added to her costume and considered rewriting dialogue so that someone on stage might say, 

ñWhatôs wrong with your hand?ò 
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Severo walked. 

ñItôs quite a triumph to do a show and have no one recognize it because theyôre taken away by 

the performance,ò she said. ñThis is the first time Iôve ever just held it out in front and let the 

audience get an eyeful. In a way this is a turning point.ò 

Stubblefield said the piece was created by everyone in the cast. At first the individual dolls 

rehearsed separately with Brown and Averill, who will provide some of the music with live 

performances on banjo, mandolin and fiddle. 

ñItôs been very much an ensemble piece, although under her strong guidance,ò said Averill, the 

veteran actor/director/composer and founder of the Seem-to-Be-Players in Lawrence. 

But Severo said it was Stubblefieldôs idea to make Severoôs hand an integral part of the show. 

ñShe came up with the glove and took that first step forward and said, óHeôs going to break you, 

and weôre going to show it. It has to be 110 ò Severo said. percent out there, no apologies,ô 

Severo said that in a way she feels liberated, but she rejects the notion that the performance is a 

special act of bravery. 

ñI think anybody who is different and is willing to put up with rejection every day and still try to 

do what they want to is brave,ò she said. ñIôm just being who I am.ò 

THE SHOW  
ñThe Coppelia Projectò will be performed at 8 p.m. Wednesday, 6:30 p.m. Thursday, 9:30 p.m. 

Friday and 4 p.m. Sunday at Just Off Broadway Theatre, 3051 Central. Tickets cost $10. To buy 

tickets to individual shows festival-goers must buy a festival button for $5. Buttons and tickets 

can be charged in advance at www.kcfringe.org. 
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Amid a splendid cast, Severo shines in óThe 

Coppelia Projectô 

7/23/08 

 

By ROBERT TRUSSELL 

The Kansas City Star 

Do this job long enough and expectations set in. 

You expect certain directors to deliver the goods. You expect certain theater companies to hit 

you with challenging material. And you expect certain actors to turn in exceptional performances 

because thatôs what they normally do. 

Vanessa Severo is just such an actor and in director Heidi Stubblefieldôs delightfully comic ñThe 

Coppelia Projectò she delivers a singular performance that is so inventive that you have to 

marvel at her creative resources. Thatôs saying something, because ñThe Coppelia Projectò is 

filled with inventive performances. 

Subtitled ñA Clown Ballet in Three Acts,ò this Fringe Festival entry from Byrd Productions and 

Accessible Arts unfolds with minimal spoken dialogue but with plenty of music, some recorded, 

some performed live. The costuming and performing styles are influenced by a European style of 

clowning that goes back hundreds of years. 

Ric Averill is Dr. Coppelius-Coppola, an inventor whose specialty seems to be life-sized 

mechanical dolls. Wearing a red nose, a frock coat and shoes that squeak when he walks, 

Coppelus-Coppola communicates only by playing his violin. A running gag has Doogin Brown 

as ñThe Poet who has a day job delivering stuffò (thatôs how itôs printed in the program) bringing 

deliveries to the workshop that require the doctorôs signature. Each time Averill ñsignsò with his 

violin bow, sometimes making a simple ñX,ò sometimes filling up two or three pages with an 

endless scrawl. 

This is really the story of an inventor who canôt get it right and his rebellious mechanical dolls 

who eventually make a break for freedom. 

His first creation is a pointe dancer, played by Marisa MacKay, who wants nothing to do with 

her creator. When the bumbling Poet suddenly appears he first believes her to be real but quickly 

figures out sheôs artificial. Normally tongue-tied around girls, he sees her fakeness as a good 

thing. Everything goes wrong when he tries to adjust her limbs, which have a way of thwacking 

him on the head when he least expects it. 
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Eventually Dr. Coppelius discovers the Poet in a ñcompromisingò position with the dancer and 

chases him from the workshop. Coppelius realizes that he has created an imperfect doll and 

brutally consigns her to the trash can. 

Brown, by the way, turns in another superior comic performance, and MacKayôs deadpan stage 

persona works perfectly in this show. 

The doctorôs next creation (Kalen Compernolle) careers around the room in a wildly 

uncontrolled way, wrapping her arms around anyone who happens to be present. The Poet 

reappears and once again things go wrong. Compernolleôs physical performance is consistently 

impressive. 

At least we come to his third creation, the one played by Severo. Costumed in elegant gloves up 

to her elbows, Severo initially looks like a dream vision. But when the Poet returns he mucks 

things again, ñbreakingò her left hand by removing the glove. 

Severo was born with only one fully formed digit on her left hand and this reality becomes 

central to the final sequence in the show. In a dazzling physical performance, Severo ñduelsò 

with Brown using paintbrushes, shoves him around the room and shows us a doll that seems 

filled with an irrepressible human spirit. 

Coppellius returns, depressed by his failures, and puts ñfor saleò signs on each of his dolls. What 

he doesnôt count on is their willingness to rise up and claim their freedom, and here Severoôs 

devilish gleam clearly identifies her as the ringleader. 

Stubblefield directs the proceedings with a delicate sense of balance. Itôs served up in high style, 

but often with an underlying gritty reality. That may be why the image of the mechanical dolls 

leaving the workshop and venturing out into the wide world is undeniably poignant. 

Stubblefield calls this a work in progress but itôs hard to say what needs to be improved. With 

this splendid cast, ñThe Coppelia Projectò looks pretty much ready for prime time. 

 
Additional performances of ñThe Coppelia Projectò will be at 6:30 p.m. Thursday, 9:30 p.m. 

Friday and 4 p.m. Sunday. Admission is $10 with a $5 festival button. For more information, go 

to www.kcfringe.org. 
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Breaking Fringe Fest news: Coppelia Project 

extended 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7/20/2008 Kansas City Star 

ñThe Coppelia Project: A Clown Ballet in Three Acts,ò a hit at the KC Fringe Festival, will 

transfer to the Off Center Theatre for one more weekend of performances.  

The show, conceived and directed by Heidi Stubblefield and developed by Stubblefield with her 

actors ï Ric Averill, Vanessa Severo, Marisa MacKay, Kalen Compornolle and Doogin Brown ï 

will be performed at 7:30 p.m. on Friday Aug. 1 and Saturday Aug. 2, and 2 p.m. Aug. 3.  

The performance runs about 45 minutes. Tickets cost $10. Tickets are available through the 

American Heartland Theatre box office at 816-842-0202 or www.ahtkc.com 

The Off Center Theatre is on the third level of Crown Center Shops. 

 

Robert Trussell | The Star  
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