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Pillars of Pride
The 2012 Zora! FesTival Pays TribuTe To eaTonville as The  

hisToric communiTy celebraTes iTs 125Th birThday.

By Jessica chapman  |   phOTOGRaphy By TeD hOLLins

To celebrate the writer’s vast contri-
butions, the association to Preserve the 
eatonville community, inc. (Pec) 
organizes a festival in hurston’s honor 
every January. spotlighting eatonville’s 
unique history has always been an 
important part of the event, but for 
2012 it will become the main goal as 
the town prepares to celebrate its 125th 
birthday on august 18. 

From January 21 to 29, the 23rd annu-
al Zora Neale Hurston Festival of Arts  
and Humanities, or ZORA! Festival, will  
feature diverse programming centered on 
what have been the pillars of Eatonville 
since it was founded: religion, family, 
education and civic pride. The theme of 
this year’s event is “Rise of Community: 
The Town of Eatonville Models 125 Years 
of Self-Governance.” When it was first 
held in 1990, the festival was just three 
days long. Now, the multi-day, multidisci-
plinary event is a premier item on Central 
Florida’s cultural calendar.

“The ZORA! Festival is evolving into  
a complex, fully engaging experience  
that you can’t do in just one day,” says  
N.Y. Nathiri, PEC’s director of multidisci-
plinary programs and a longtime Eatonville 
resident. As in years past, the 2012 pro-
gram includes educational, artistic and 
scholarly elements, thanks to collabora-
tions among multiple community partners 
and the efforts of numerous volunteers. 
Festival favorites, such as the “HATitude” 
brunch, will be back, alongside brand new 
offerings you won’t want to miss.

Horticulture to Hip Hop
Geared toward audiences ranging in 

age from infants to senior citizens, the 
2012 ZORA! Festival begins on Saturday, 
January 21, with a free program called 
“Eatonville Story: The Town that Freedom 
Built.” It starts at the St. Lawrence African 
Methodist Episcopal Church at 4:30 p.m. 
and includes a mobile tour with stops at 
the Thomas House—dating to the 1890s, 
it’s the oldest home in Eatonville—and 

the Moseley House Museum. The tour 
ends at Rollins College, where the archive 
department will present a special exhibi-
tion and scholars will host a roundtable 
discussion about the historical context  
of Eatonville’s founding. Presented in 
conjunction with the Florida Historical 
Society, Zeta Educational Thespian 
Association and Rollins College, the event 
sets the tone for the whole festival. 

“It’s a public program whose goal is  
to put the founding of Eatonville in his-
torical context,” explains Nathiri.

One of the most expansive additions to 
the festival is a horticultural component, 
which is being overseen by Everett L. Fly, 
a renowned landscape architect and  
historic preservationist. “We usually have 
dance, literature and theater,” says Nathiri, 
“but this is the first time we’re focusing on 
landscaping as an art form.”

Introduced to address the important 
role agriculture and gardening have played 
in the community since its formative years, 
the programming starts on Wednesday, 
January 25, with a tour of University  
of Central Florida’s (UCF) Arboretum 
from 1 to 3 p.m. The focus will be on  
the new section that features foliage from 
Africa and Mexico. That evening, a panel 
discussion addressing the significance  
of gardening from a multidisciplinary 
perspective will take place in the library 
conference room at UCF from 7:30 to  
9 p.m. Participants will include Fly, as 
well as local scholars Drs. Pat Bolan and 
Bruce Janz, with Dr. Kimberly Smith 
joining via Skype. Both activities are free 
and open to the public.

WHen 
January 21 to 29

WHere
eatonville is located a few miles 
north of downtown Orlando, and 
the bulk of businesses are on 
Kennedy Boulevard. The town’s 
two largest churches serve as the 
festival’s main venue in alternate 
years, with the st. Lawrence 
african methodist episcopal 
church hosting the bulk of public 
programming for 2012. Other 
area venues are the Zora neale 
hurston national museum of Fine 
art, historic Robert hungerford 
preparatory high school and 
eatonville Town hall, with addi-
tional events outside of eatonville.

CosT 
most festival events are free, 
with the exception of the official 
opening reception at the museum, 
yards and Gardens tours, the 
haTitude brunch and the ticketed  
concerts on the performance 
stage (on the Wymore field). paid 
parking is available and it’s a 
good idea to carry cash since not 
all vendors accept credit cards. 
On January 28 and 29, a LynX 
shuttle will provide free transpor-
tation to the Outdoor Festival of 
the arts from designated areas.

More InFo 
407.647.3131; zorafestival.com 

Fast Facts

serVInG uP sMILes: Food is a main attraction at the outdoor Festival of the arts, where dozens 
of vendors offer everything from fish and chips to funnel cakes.

sPoKen-WorD arTIsT Tara beTTs 
represents the festival’s literary roots  
at the 2011 event.

esTabLIsHeD In 1990, THe Zora! FesTIVaL has become eatonville’s signature cultural event. Clockwise from top left: HaTitude celebrates Hurston’s love 
of hats; the home of Joseph Clarke, one of the town’s founding fathers; thousands attend the outdoor Festival of the arts; a historic marker greets visitors. 
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as the oldest incorporated african-american municipality in the 

United states, the town of eatonville is already historically significant. 

The fact that prominent 20th-century author and folklorist Zora neale 

hurston grew up there solidifies its cultural importance. a leading figure 

during the harlem Renaissance, hurston and her work were greatly 

influenced by her life in the small central Florida town. Founded by 27 

men in 1887 at the height of the american “race colony” movement, 

eatonville today is home to just 2,500 residents. 
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FroM LeFT: MuLTIGeneraTIonaL ProGraMMInG is a festival staple; Zora Museum resident Curator Lonnie Graham and Carolyn Fennel, director of 
public affairs, Greater orlando aviation authority; patrons flock to the International Marketplace, which offers clothing, jewelry, artwork and other items. 

From January 26 to 28, “Yards & 
Gardens in Historic Eatonville” will bring 
visitors to 10 of the town’s most interesting 
and varied landscapes during in depth 
mobile tours that include interactive talks, 
interpretive lectures and lunch at an  
area restaurant. Both vegetable and flower  
gardening will be explored during the 
program, which is scheduled for 8:30 a.m. 
to 4:30 p.m. on Thursday and Friday, and 
9 a.m. to noon on Saturday. 

“It’s really a departure from our usual 
festival format,” says Nathiri. “It will truly 
help introduce Eatonville and all its  
complexity.”

Traditionally the biggest draw of the 
event, the Outdoor Festival of the Arts will 
take place the same weekend, January 27 
to 29, bringing thousands of visitors to 
Eatonville. Admission is free and the 
expanded hours are 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. on 

Friday and Saturday, and 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
on Sunday. The center stage will feature  
free, ongoing entertainment, while the 
performance stage will host special tick-
eted concert events at night. 

Friday is Education Day, when the 
ZORA! Literary Initiative will provide one 
free age-appropriate book to kids ages 0-5 
(while supplies last). One of the festival’s 

popular offerings—especially since chil-
dren get to make their own selections—
the program has distributed more than 
35,000 books over the past five years. 

A large part of what keeps the ZORA! 
Festival fresh year after year is thoughtful 
programming that reflects current trends 
and unites people from different genera-
tions. An example of this is an innovative 
open-air forum called “Keeping It Real: 
Hip-Hop Culture and Community” that 
will take place on Friday from 1 to 4 p.m. 
on the center stage. The interactive event 
was designed to help people understand 
the origin and importance of hip-hop  
culture, and to encourage dialogue among 
scholars, artists and people of all ages 
from the community.

“Hip-hop has had such a global influ-
ence as an art form,” explains Nathiri. 
“We are a cultural institution, so when  

it comes to this recent phenomena—
meaning it’s developed within last 30-40 
years—we want to explore that, not as a 
talking head, but in a way that people in 
the audience can participate.” 

As in years past, the Outdoor Festival 
of the Arts will feature dozens of vendors, 
artists and craftsmen at the International 
Marketplace, as well as the ZORA! Health 

Village, where medical professionals will  
offer free basic health screenings. 

Families won’t want to skip a stop at 
the Amaya Papaya Play Zone, a recreation-
al area designed for infants to five year 
olds. Located in the auditorium of the 
Robert Hungerford Preparatory High 
School, it will be nearly double the size  
it was last year. 

Saturday is “Family Day,” while Sunday 
salutes faith with “Inspiration Day,” which 
will include an 8 a.m. worship service  
at the Life Center Church led by Bishop 
Ronald Kimble, followed by a day of  
gospel performances by local and regional 
choirs and other acts on the center stage.

History, Hats and More
Although the festival has grown over 

the years to incorporate numerous ele-
ments, Hurston’s literary contributions 
and how they portray her hometown are 
still at the heart of the event. On Monday, 
January 23, “Zora in Eatonville,” a theat-
rical production based on descriptions of 
the town in several of her books, will be 
presented at the Macedonia Missionary 
Baptist Church.

In addition to her writings, Hurston  
is also remembered for her love of hats, 
and the ZORA! Festival wouldn’t be the 
same without the popular HATitude 
brunch. Attendees pay homage to the 
late author by donning their favorite 
headpieces, which range from mild to 

always a hub of ZORa! Festival activities, the Zora neale hurston 
national museum of Fine arts is celebrating the town’s 125th birthday 

with Eatonville Envisioned, a series of four visual art exhibitions that will take 
place over two years. The first component, I Am Going to Eatonville, features 
photography by contemporary masters Deborah Willis, Lonnie Graham, Terry 
Boddie and melvina Lathan. The show starts Thursday, January 26, with a 
special opening reception from 6 to 9 p.m. that will include a gallery talk with 
Graham, the museum’s resident curator (tickets are $15). The museum will be 
open every day of the festival; instead of a set admission charge, donations 
are suggested for individual visitors. There is a fee for group tours, which  
also require reservations. I Am Going to Eatonville will be on display through 
July 21, and limited edition signed prints will be available for sale.
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IMaGes oF HursTon’s HoMeToWn taken by four prominent photographers comprise I Am 
Going to Eatonville, the first in a series of four exhibitions that will be at the Zora neale Hurston 
national Museum of Fine arts over the next two years. 

THe FesTIVaL aLWays aTTraCTs noTabLe enTerTaIners, such as ashford and simpson, who performed at the 2011 event. right: a brand new  
horticultural component to Zora! explores the art of landscaping, spotlighting the important role agriculture and gardening play in the community. 

E
v

E
R

E
T

T
 F

L
Y

wild. One of the community’s most 
beloved festival traditions, HATitude  
will be held on Saturday, January 28, 
from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. at the Crowne 
Plaza Orlando Downtown. Mrs. Annie V. 
Moore, a New Jersey resident who has 
been coming to Central Florida to attend 
the festival for years, is coordinating the 
family-friendly event, which requires 
paid admission. 

Educational components, such as 
panel discussions, lectures and seminars, 
have become an increasingly important 
part of the festival, attracting scholars from 
around the globe. On Tuesday, January 
24, Dr. Irina Morozova, assistant professor 
of Comparative Studies at the Russian 
State University for the Humanities in 
Moscow, will discuss her studies of 
Hurston’s work, revealing why it so fasci-
nates her that she has  traveled to Eatonville 
to participate in the festival the past three 
years. The program will take place from  
7 to 9 p.m. at the Eatonville branch of the 
Orange County Public Library.

Whether you’re a veteran ZORA! 
Festival attendee or will be going for  
the first time, the 2012 event promises a 
unique lineup that celebrates the life and 
legacy of the famed writer, while paying 
homage to the town that helped make her 
a cultural icon.

Jessica Chapman is the managing editor of 
Orlando Arts Magazine.

a large part of what keeps the Zora! Festival fresh year after 
year is thoughtful programming that reflects current trends and 
unites people from different generations. 


