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Now an Orlando institution, it’s still a little crazy after all these years.

By G.K. Sharman

O
rlando’s Fringe Festival began 25 years ago, 
in true outsider fashion, with a handful of 
performances held in empty storefronts in 
downtown Orlando.

This year, as Fringe celebrates “25 Years Bold,” 
it has become an institution, both in the local 
cultural arts community and on the worldwide 
Fringe circuit.

No longer a single yearly event, Fringe now 
offers year-round programming and, as of October 
2015, has a permanent headquarters on the sec-
ond floor of the Lowndes Shakespeare Center in 
Loch Haven Park.

It also has a new official name. Late in 2015, 
the organization rebranded, changing the moni-
ker from the Orlando International Fringe Theatre 
Festival to simply The Orlando Fringe — which, 
Fringe officials acknowledge, is what people call 
it anyway.

Besides the slogan, the key word for this year’s 
Fringe is “more,” says Executive Director George 
Wallace: More shows, more artists, more unusual 
performances and events.

“We’re breaking records every year,” states 
Festival Producer Michael Marinaccio.

More than 145 shows are on the schedule for 
this year, presented by some 2,000 artists and 23 
performance groups from around the world. That’s 
a big change from the handful of performances in 
the early years.

Attendance is up as well, continues Wallace. 
Last year was Fringe’s most successful year ever, 
with more than 42,500 tickets sold and an esti-
mated 11,000 kids visiting Kids Fringe. All told, 
attendance may have topped 60,000.

More Than Ever
Attendees can expect a lot of different experiences 
this year.

“We should have the best variety of shows the 
Fringe has ever seen,” enthuses Marinaccio. “Local 
fans also will see a lot of regular Fringe performers 
returning with new shows.

“We should have a really nice balance — we 
really lucked out this year.”

One of the big events is a screening of the docu-
mentary On the Fringe.

The film features many of the touring artists 
who participate in Fringe each year, several of 
whom are big names that Orlando audiences will 

Fringe at 25
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recognize, including Chase Padgett and Stacey 
Hallal, T.J. Dawe, Martin Dockery and Mike 
Delamont.

“The film’s debut in Orlando makes sense, since 
we are the first festival on the North American 
summer Fringe touring circuit, and the place 
where many shows premiere and many artists 
have their first Fringe experience. 

Says Marinaccio: “The film is an insider look at 
what artists experience throughout their tours, 
and the challenges that accompany this life. For 
fans of Orlando Fringe, it will not only help them 
get to know some of their favorite artists better, 
but give them a look at what Fringe Festivals 
across Canada have to offer.”

Also part of the lineup is 2 for Tea, a comedy 
that Marinaccio says has been a big hit on the 
international Fringe circuit. Schedules were still 
being finalized at press time, but all details will 
be available on the Orlando Fringe’s website, 
orlandofringe.com.

Performed by the award-winning British 
Canadian comedy team of James & Jamesy, the 
show is about an ordinary tea party that turns 

An Evening With Sarah Pettyfer

Dino World
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into ... well, something else entirely. Bring a 
teacup and expect physical comedy and audience 
participation.

Attendees also can expect more BYOV — bring 
your own venue — shows this year. According to 
Wallace, Fringe received a lot of applications and 
many of the venues were already full. Artists who 
can arrange for their own performance space, 
including such locations as St. Matthew’s Tavern 
or the Parliament House, still had a shot at the 
schedule at the time of this writing.

Other site-specific shows include performances 
in a closet, a warehouse, a bathtub, a living room, 
and other area bars and restaurants. Pirate ships? 
That too, and maybe even a dumpster.

Also on this year’s schedule is an exhibit at the 
Orlando Museum of Art that looks back at 25 
years of Fringe. On display will be press clippings, 
props, costumes, buttons, T-shirts and other 
memorabilia.

Visual Fringe artwork can be seen throughout 
the Shakespeare Center during the VF Art Bazaar 
(4-8 p.m., Saturdays and Sundays of the Festival).

Teen Fringe, which began with the 2015 Festival, 
also will see changes this year. Last year, eight high 
schools participated, four from Orange County 
and four from Seminole. Ten schools — five from 
each county — will perform this year, and the 

Voci Dance Paint Chips

The 11 O’Clock Number
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young performers will have their own dedicated 
stage at the Orlando Repertory Theatre (The Rep).

“Teen Fringe is really taking on a life of its own,” 
says Wallace.

Fringe provided two seniors with $500 scholar-
ships last year and also holds year-round work-
shops for teens.

What hasn’t changed is that Fringe is 100 per-
cent unjuried and uncensored, and all of the sales 
go back to the artists — even student performers 
and local amateurs who make it into the show via 
an annual lottery.

Prices range from free to $11, with a $1.25 sur-
charge for buying online and $1 at the Fringe box 
office. One hundred percent of box office sales go 
directly to the artists.

Most shows are an hour long and nothing is 
more than 90 minutes. Shows are rated by the 
artists from “suitable for all ages” to ages 7+, 13+ 
and 18+.

If you are 13 or older, you will need to have a 
Fringe button to get into the shows. Buttons are a 
one-time purchase of $9. Proceeds support the 
Fringe. Buttons are available at the box office and 
at the Fringe merchandise booths on the lawn and 
inside in the upper lobby of the John and Rita 
Lowndes Shakespeare Center during Festival oper-
ating hours.

Parking is first-come, first-served, and can best 
be described as a challenge. Allow time to find a 

Living Room Theater

If you go:
Orlando Fringe takes place May 18 to 30 in Loch 

Haven Park and other locations nearby. BYOV (Bring 
Your Own Venue) show locations will vary.

Screenings of On the Fringe are at 4 p.m. May 19, 20, 
25 and 30.

Visual Fringe artwork is on view throughout the 
Shakespeare Center location, with the VF Art Bazaar at 
the Orlando Museum of Art on Saturdays and Sundays 
during the Festival.

Full details and schedules can be found at the 
Orlando Fringe website, orlandofringe.org. Tickets are 
also available online. Becky’s Fun Time Hour
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Fringe isn’t just for grown-ups.
Puppets, people in 

costumes and a parade at 
Kids Fringe cater to the 
interests of the younger 
festival-goers.

A special part of Orlando 
Fringe just for kids and 
families, Kids Fringe is 
set for 10 a.m.-2 p.m. both 
weekends of the Festival, May 21-22 and 28-29. Kids 
Fringe is free and will be held in the gardens of the 
Mennello Museum of American Art.

Activities include kid-friendly theater, magic and 
dance performances on the Fringezilla Main Stage, as 
well as creative movement and drum classes under 
the Mayor Tree. Kids also can interact with puppets 

or dress up in theatrical costumes, 
take part in bug races or make duct-
tape art, in addition to other hands-
on activities.

Don’t get the idea that kid-friendly 
means juvenile.

High-quality national and 
international artists perform as part 
of Kids Fringe, according to Festival 
Producer Michael Marinaccio. Some 
come from as far away as Japan and 
Canada.

This year’s schedule was still in the works at the time 
of this writing, but previous artists have included IBEX 
Puppetry, Voci Dance, Orlando Ballet, Mad Science, 3rd 
dot Org, Crealdé School of Art and BoardWalk Kids, 
as well as musicians The Outer Toons, Mr. Harley, and 
Davey Rocker & the Barnyard Jam.

Funding for 
Kids Fringe comes 
from the City of 
Orlando Mayor’s 
Matching Grant 
and The Mennello. 

“This is one 
of the mayor’s 
favorite projects,” 
says Marinaccio.

FringeFamilyFriendly

space, and for heaven’s sake, don’t be late to a 
show. Once the doors close, you will not be 
allowed in. You also can’t leave and come back  in 
during a show.

All venues are wheelchair accessible.
Food vendors — called Foodies of the Fringe — 

are available on the lawn between the Shakespeare 
Center and The Rep, and both omnivores and 
vegetarians will find something to nosh on.

And finally, beer tents are cash only, so be sure 
to hit the ATM first.

The Survivor
At 25, Orlando Fringe is a survivor. Wallace calls 
it “the oldest [in the United States] by default.” 
Other Fringes started before Orlando’s, he says, 
but none have lasted, making Orlando Fringe the 
oldest continuously operating Fringe in the nation.

The original Fringe started in 1947 in 
Edinburgh, Scotland. Eight theater groups turned 
up — uninvited — to perform at the newly 
formed Edinburgh International Festival. When 
they were turned away, they staged their shows 
“on the fringe” of the main event. Over the next 
few years, more performers followed suit until, 
in 1958, the Festival Fringe Society was created. 
Shows were unjuried and all of the ticket pro-
ceeds went back to the artists.

Edinburgh’s Fringe is now the largest arts festival 
in the world and Europe’s top tourist destination.

Orlando Fringe has a ways to go to be that large 
and influential, but it could happen.

One thing is for sure, though, says Marinaccio: 
“It’s going to be a busy, very eventful year.”

G.K. Sharman is a freelance writer based in Sanford.

Operation 87
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