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he St. Louis Cabaret Conference
The Last Three Years
By Chuck Lavazzi

T

im Schall is a very busy man
these days.
The St. Louis-based cabaret artist and
voice coach started 2009 by producing
professional development workshops
in Washington, D.C. and Las Vegas.
In May, he premiered his latest show,
Classic Cole—which focused on Cole
Porter—while simultaneously teaching an
advanced cabaret class that culminated in
a public performance shortly thereafter. Also
in May was the first edition of The Cabaret
Party—an informal, late-night session where
performers try out new material. On his
schedule is a reprise of the Porter show
along with trips to Chicago, Boston, and
Santa Fe.
And then there’s the St. Louis
Cabaret Conference.
Tim and then-St. Louisan (now New
Yorker) Sharon Hunter initiated the conference in 2006 by importing New York
cabaret powerhouses Lina Koutrakos and
Rick Jensen to facilitate the first sessions. In
the ensuing three years it has grown like the
proverbial Topsy.
“The first year,” Tim recalls, “we had two
faculty members
At left
and thirteen
Participants and faculty
singers. Since
from the first St. Louis
Cabaret Convention
then, the proin August 2006
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gram has nearly doubled, offering four teachers and serving about twenty-five singers.
Also, we went from three days to four days
of workshops and from two to four nights
of performances.”
To understand why the conference has
become so popular, let’s journey back in time
to the final afternoon of the 2007 conference. Everyone was starting to work on the
final lesson: putting together a balanced,
twenty-four-singer showcase—from song selection and patter authoring through final rehearsals. Before that, however, there was the
matter of saying farewell to faculty member
Amanda McBroom.
The conference’s ten-hour
days had been both tiring
and stimulating. Students
had formed emotional bonds
with each other and with the
faculty. Maybe that’s why, as
Amanda was preparing to
leave, one of the students
began to sing her signature
song, “The Rose.” The others
immediately joined in, with
fellow faculty member Lina
Koutrakos calling out the
lyrics to those who didn’t already know
them by heart. The song concluded in a glorious burst of spontaneous four-part harmony. Amanda made her now somewhat
tearful farewell, and Lina turned back to the
class. “All right,” she smiled, “what we just
did—that was just for us. Now it’s time for
the audience. Let’s put together a show.”
The combination of strong emotional
bonding and dedication to the art of
cabaret, illustrated by that anecdote, has
proved to be irresistible to performers from
St. Louis and around the country. Local
singer/actress Kay Love has called the workshop “a life-changing experience.”
It’s an assessment with which Tim agrees.
“This work hits you in the gut on a pretty intense level and people find it hard to go back
to business as usual. Sometimes the effect is
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on your art, sometimes it’s on your life. I think
the best feeling I get is when I go to a
cabaret show in St. Louis these days. I run
into lots of friends who share the same feeling
for the work as I do. As corny as it sounds, a
community has been created. That puts a
smile on my face!”
The experience puts smiles on the faces of
students as well. Katie McGrath is impressed
by ”what a kind, gentle experience the workshop was. I expected the New York-based instructors to be hard-edged and harshly
judging but, instead, found them to be nurturing, encouraging people, generously sharing
their insight and experience with us.”
Shirley Aschinger, who
had never appeared on a
stage before taking the leap
of faith and signing up for
the 2008 conference,
couldn’t agree more. “The
caliber of all the instructors
made us feel we were already stars. The greatest
gift we can give one another is hope and infinite
possibilities to expand our
lives. The fact that everything asked of me was possible—I DID IT! I
wanted to do this type of thing all my life
and—I DID IT! You are dream-catchers! You
made my dream come true.”
Others recall how the conferences have
changed the way they approach singing.
Local actress Kim Furlow says that the conference made her “look at music in a different
way. Musical theater selections, rock, blues,
country, all have new meaning. There is
something behind that great tune—more than
just a message: a feeling.”
Jeff Wright, a familiar figure on the local
musical theater stage, agrees. “I attended the
original Conference in 2006, largely unaware of the world of cabaret and whether
or not it was for me. Yet just two-and-a-half
years later, I had the amazing experience of
two sold-out performances of my solo cabaret
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debut, A Night with Mr. Wright. The conferences have shown and taught me things
about music and performance that I simply
never knew existed.”
The kind of enthusiasm expressed by
these students is mirrored in the thoughts of
conference Master Teacher Lina Koutrakos. A
self-described “hands-on
teacher” who doesn’t
“sugar-coat things,” she
has tremendous affection
for the performers under
her tutelage. “The
courage and strength they
have to put their talents
and fears on the line and
their hearts on display is
monumental. On top of
that, they let me—a perfect stranger—tell them
what they are or aren’t
transmitting to the public.
That is very, very personal. And they let me.
For me...it’s all about
them. Their bravery. It always remains a huge
honor for me what they let
me give them.”
According to Tim, Lina,
and her long-time teaching
and performing partner
(and “music director/
arranger extraordinaire”)
Rick Jensen have been at
the core of the conference
since the beginning, and
are instrumental (you
should pardon the expression) to its success. “What
they have passed down to
each of us is priceless. I’ve
seen some wonderful teachers in my life…but
Lina and Rick are two of the finest. They are
great performers, who have the ability to communicate and teach what they do. They work
together beautifully with intuition and skill to

bring out the best in all singers. I’ve also been
lucky to have added Amanda, Jason Graae,
and my friend Alex Rybeck to the faculty over
the years. All of them are superb artists and
teachers who have made lasting impressions in
St. Louis.”
The workshops have also helped to
change the face of the local
cabaret scene. When he first
started the conference, Tim recalls, “one thing I felt
I couldn’t say was that St. Louis
was ‘an industry own’ for me
as a performer. Now, I am experiencing personally—and
offering to other singers—the
best professional development
available in cabaret performOpposite page
From 2008 Conference
Tim Schall & Deborah Sham
At left (from top L-R)
Kim Furlow, Anna Blair
Alex Rybeck
Neal Richardson
& Katie McGrath
Katie McGrath, Donna Weinsting
Lina Koutrakos

ance. It is making me a
stronger performer and doing
the same for many others. I’m
traveling all around the country now, producing and
singing. That wasn’t happening three years ago.”
For evidence of St. Louis’s
ascending status as a cabaret
town, one need only note the
increase in the number
of local artists appearing at
the Kranzberg Center, the
city’s premier cabaret space in the Grand
Center arts district. In just the first half of
2009, the Kranzberg has seen, in addition to
Tim’s Porter show and The Cabaret Party,
Please turn to page 57

C A BA RET SC ENE S J U LY /AU GU S T 2009

43

St. Louis Cabaret Conference
Continued from page 43
seven other singers make their solo debuts,
with more scheduled for the fall and winter.
Just down the block at The Jazz Bistro, solo
acts and cabaret showcases are beginning to
pop up in a season formerly given over entirely to jazz. Meanwhile, in the “inner ring”
suburb of Maplewood, the Black Cat Theatre
hosts a performance series that includes
cabaret in its mix of music acts.
If the number of venues hosting cabaret
shows has increased in the last three years, so
has the number of organizations producing
them. When the first conference was being
planned in 2006, the only group producing a
full season was the Grand Center Cabaret,
which booked established national talent for
the Sheldon Concert Hall—a venue as famous
for its uncomfortable seats as for its excellent
acoustics. Now, there are a number of local
cabaret production companies, only one of
which—Cabaret St. Louis—relies entirely on
out-of-town talent. The rest concentrate on presenting and promoting local performers at multiple venues, from the somewhat cavernous
Savoy Ballroom on the top floor of the Sheldon
to the cozy and congenial confines of the
Kranzberg Center. This summer, cabaret, like
June, is busting out all over.
It’s probably no coincidence that most of
the performers at these shows are conference
graduates. It would not be much of an exaggeration, in fact, to suggest that the only conference veterans who haven’t already
launched solo shows are those who are still (to
quote a Sondheim lyric) “putting it together”—
including the author of this article. That’s probably because, as noted music director and
conference faculty member Alex Rybeck recalls, conference sessions are filled with memorable performance breakthroughs.
According to Alex, “Every day of each
session brings about a procession of such moments. Someone discovers that by transposing

a song, it’s easier to sing and communicate;
someone discovers they have permission to
phrase a lyric differently than the way they
heard it initially; someone gets past their preoccupation with ‘singing’ and taps into a
deep emotion they didn’t know was underneath the lyrics; someone discovers ‘they are

“

The greatest gift
we can give one another
is hope and infinite
possibilities to expand
our lives. The fact that
everything asked of me
was possible—I DID IT!
I wanted to do this type
of thing all my life and—
I DID IT! You are
dream-catchers! You made
my dream come true.

“

enough’—that they don’t have to be Frank
Sinatra or Barbra Streisand, but that they
alone have something personal and therefore
valuable and interesting to share. It is always
thrilling for me to watch the ‘light bulbs’ go
off with each participant, and it happens to
different people at different moments with different issues. For me, those personal breakthroughs are what it’s all about, and it never
gets old.”
As Tim recalls, those light bulbs have
been going off from the very beginning. At
that first conference, “eleven singers, in addition to me and Sharon, signed up. Sharon
and I had worked at the Yale Conference
with Lina and Rick, so we knew that it was
going to be a first-rate experience, but the
others didn’t know exactly what they were in
for. Within the first hour, I could feel that all of
the singers were completely absorbed in the
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work…the St. Louis Cabaret Conference has
built a real community of performers who are
committed to doing cabaret honestly and
with skill.”
But how did Tim become involved in
cabaret to begin with? “Like many cabaret
performers, I come from a theater background. I started watching great performers
like Barbara Cook, Andrea Marcovicci,
Amanda McBroom, and Ann Hampton Callaway come through St. Louis. I fell in love
with it mostly because of the emotional directness and immediacy of the performances.”
In fact, it was through those performances that Tim met Alex Rybeck. “I learned a ton from
Alex when he music-directed my first show, and
that helped me get accepted into the first group
at the Cabaret Conference
at Yale. The whole experience that Erv Raible put together at Yale really made
a lasting impact on me. So
I came back to town and
started producing my own
shows at several different venues. None of
them really traditional cabaret rooms, but I
made it happen wherever I could—theaters,
restaurants, etc.
“I felt like a bit of a lone wolf out there
for a while, but then Lina called and everything started to shift here! The conference has
really changed things for singers in St. Louis.
And we also have some wonderful venues.
We’re lucky in that regard.”
The 2009 St. Louis Cabaret Conference
will run August 13 through 16, with four full
days of workshops and four nights of public
performances, including an alumni showcase,
a new show by Tim, a faculty showcase starring Lina Koutrakos, Jason Graae (returning for
his second year), Alex Rybeck, and Rick
Jensen, and the final participants’ showcase in
which the dreams caught in the workshops will
be fully realized. Participants don’t have to
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live in St. Louis to to take part in the workshop.
Singers have come from Chicago, Boston,
Palm Springs, and Seattle.
If participants can’t come to St. Louis,
never fear, Tim, Lina, and Rick teamed up
after the first workshop and developed the
three-day Performance Connection workshops for singers around the county. They
have been to Boston, Santa Fe, Washington,
D.C., Binghamton, NY, and Las Vegas. They
plan a return visit to Chicago this August,
with “some new cities in the planning stage.”
“We fly into town on a Thursday,” Lina
states. “Then we meet the singers for the first
time on Friday morning. You
can’t sing or express yourselves in an effective way
without your ‘life’ being a big
part of it, so by the time the
weekend is over, I am privy to
a lot of talent and humanity!”
“I am amazed and so grateful
that this very special and
unique way of communicating
is now becoming more commonplace outside the clubs
From 2007 Conference
(Front) Amanda McBroom and performance venues,”
Lina Koutrakos
Tim Schall
muses Rick
(Back) Rick Jensen
Jensen. “It is
Alex Rybeck
so refreshing.
My times in
these cities teaching and having this experience are becoming my most satisfying moments in my artistic life.”
In ours too, Rick. H

Editor’s Note:
For more information on the St. Louis
Cabaret Conference, write
totjschall@sbcglobal.net. For more
information on the Performance Connection
workshops held around the country, visit
www.performanceconnection.net.
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