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here are lots of ways to celebrate 
anniversaries: from dinners and 
gifts to greeting cards and heartfelt 
pledges, like the one offered by the 
anonymous young romantic who 
said: “I swear when I kiss you, I can 
taste the next 60 years of my life.”

But whether you’re a loving couple or a success-
ful organization, the unspoken message of a mile-
stone is the same: We’ve come this far. We must be 
doing something right. It’s a fitting sentiment for five 
Central Florida artistic troupes that will be observing 
noteworthy anniversaries during the 2017-18 cultural 
season. Each has come this far by doing something 
right: keeping a timeless work of genius alive for 
nearly half a century; creating a community theater 
from scratch; reviving a musical mission; honoring a 
humble, yet priceless, form of art; reminding every-
one, once a year, to give peace a chance. Happy anni-
versary — times five.

T

Happy 
Anniversary  
— Times Five

A steadfast quintet of Central Florida artistic troupes 
celebrates noteworthy milestones this cultural season.

BY MIKE MCLEOD
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Messiah Choral Society at 45

S
omeone once called George Frideric Handel 
“the greatest composer who ever lived.” It was 
an awfully nice thing for Ludwig van Beethoven 
to say. His compliment may have been on the 

mind of Bill Jarvis 45 years ago when the late Orlando 
middle- and high-school music teacher decided that 
Handel’s masterpiece, The Messiah, was a treasure 
that should be performed once a year. For free. As it 
has been ever since.

The tradition of staging the work at the Bob Carr 
Theater on the Sunday after Thanksgiving, typically to 
a full house and a standing ovation, has been carried 
on by the Messiah Choral Society, an all-volunteer, 
nonprofit group of roughly 125 souls who not only 
rehearse and sing the beloved 18th-century oratorio, 

but also raise the funds to hire professional accompa-
niment and rent the auditorium. 

Many members have served for decades, includ-
ing Gene Tate, a lawn maintenance specialist who 
goes back 45 years; 32-year veteran Mary Kuckuck, 
who is 90; and Rollins College music professor John 
Sinclair, who’s in his 30th year as conductor. Among 
those who join them: a lawyer, an optometrist, a dog 
groomer, a realtor, a nurse and a waste management 
specialist. 

All are united in their passion for a work so inspir-
ing that, as the Society’s President Maggie Winter   
puts it: “No matter how crazy things may get in this 
world, when I’m singing it, all I feel is peace.” 

Visit messiahchoralsociety.org for information.

This all-volunteer, nonprofit group has been 
singing The Messiah for nearly half a century. 
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Garden 
Theatre at 10

W
hen a group of volunteers set out to 
restore the Garden Theatre, all they had 
to work with was an empty shell. The 
mid-1930s Winter Garden movie house 

had once been a modest, Mediterranean-revival 
venue, with a balcony on two sides, an indigo ceiling 
painted with stars overhead and what once passed 
for air conditioning in the aisles: a set of electric fans 
blowing across blocks of ice. All of it, save the old 
box office, was gone: The gutted building had been 
turned into a tractor showroom. 

“Basically, all we had was a 40-by-100-foot box,” 
says the revival effort’s founding board president, 
Becky Roper, daughter of the late West Orange citrus 
pioneer and philanthropist Bert Roper.

What they have now is a thriving, $3.5 million, 
299-seat performing arts center celebrating its 10th 
anniversary. The theater hosts 450 events annually, 
including a professional live theater series that opens 
with Jesus Christ, Superstar in September and offers 
family-friendly fare as well cutting-edge “Avant 
Garden” productions.  A new generation of Winter 
Garden pioneer — a blend of local volunteers and 
professionals, many of them accomplished theme 
park technicians and performers — have reinvigo-
rated the Plant Street scene. 

Says Nao Tsuramaki, the theater’s new executive 
director: “It’s a small miracle.” 

Visit gardentheatre.org for information.

NAO TSURAMAKI
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Today’s 299-seat theater is thriving 
with 450 events each year.
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eled Plaza Live Theatre on Bumby Avenue; look-
ing forward to performing in a new, world-class 
acoustic theater at the Dr. Phillips Center for the 
Performing Arts, which is due to be completed 
in two years; and enjoying the leadership of its 
35-year-old music director, who’s in his second 
season with the orchestra. Jacobsen, an accom-
plished, world-class cellist and chamber orchestra 
leader who grew up in New York City as the son of 
two musicians who played in the orchestra of the 
Metropolitan Opera, has reinvigorated the Phil’s 
musicians, 20 of whom date back to the orchestra’s 
founding.  

“We’re learning more and more about each 
other,” says Jacobsen. “And the more we learn, the 
more we can accomplish.” 

Visit orlandophil.org for information.

Orlando Philharmonic 
Orchestra at 25

O
rlando Philharmonic Orchestra Music 
Director Eric Jacobsen was very clear 
about how best to celebrate the orches-
tra’s upcoming, 25th-anniversary season. 

“We wanted to do a blockbuster,” he says. 
And a blockbuster it will be: Yo-Yo Ma, the world’s 

most celebrated cellist, will come to Orlando as a 
guest artist to perform Brahms’ Double Concerto 
in A Minor for a season-gala concert in May. He’ll 
be joined by Jacobsen’s brother, violinist Colin 
Jacobsen, in a separately ticketed event that caps off 
a quarter century of steady growth for an orchestra 
that was formed two years after the demise of the 
Florida Symphony Orchestra, which filed for bank-
ruptcy in 1991, doomed by a bitter players strike.

This season finds the Philharmonic settling 
into new offices and a small theater in the remod-
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YO-YO MA

COLIN JACOBSEN

A quarter century of steady growth 
results in a blockbuster celebration  

this cultural season.
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meet people who love their work, but to get to know 
each other.”

Among her favorites: 90-year-old Ruby C. 
Williams, who began painting over the homemade 
signs of her Plant City produce stand, covering 
them with fanciful characters such as “Bonnie Bon 
Bonnie” and useful slogans such as “Stay Prayed 
Up.” Once, says Taylor, “I asked her what the ‘C’ in 
her name stood for — and she said, ‘Contrary.’ ” 

Another favorite: Alabama artist Butch Anthony, 
who calls his style of painting “Interwangelism.” 
Taylor asked him why. 

“If nobody knows what it means,” he replied, 
“they can’t tell me I’m not doing it right.”

Visit jtfolkart.com for information.

Jeanine Taylor Folk Art at 20

J
eanine Taylor likes the irony: It was because 
of the corporate world that she found her way 
to folk art. As a software sales rep whose terri-
tory was the Deep South, she was charmed 

by the small-town, roadside artists she drove past 
on her routes, and found herself wondering if 
helping them sell their creations would be a more 
rewarding vocation. Voila: This year marks the 
20th anniversary of the Jeanine Taylor Folk Art 
gallery, located in a historic stretch of First Street 
in Sanford, where Taylor stages five folk art exhibits 
annually and frequently brings colorful artists to 
town for residencies. 

“So many of them were operating in isolation,” 
she says. “Now they’ve had the chance not just to 

RUBY C. WILLIAMS and JEANINE TAYLOR
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Global Peace Film Festival at 15

H
is name was Abdul-Tawala Ibn Ali Alishtari. 
He said he wanted to create and fund an 
annual anti-war film festival in Orlando, 
and he asked Nina Streich, a New York City 

producer, to organize it for him.
Alishtari was unable to continue the project. 

Fortunately, the same can’t be said of Streich, who 
changed the festival’s theme from anti-war to 
pro-peace, drummed up a corps of 
sponsors and volunteers, and took on 
the Global Peace Film Festival as her 
own. The Orlando festival will celebrate 
its 15th anniversary Sept. 19-24. Its 
opening film, The Promise, a love story 
set against the background of the mass murder of 
roughly 1.5 million Armenians during the First World 
War, will be screened at Enzian. Most of the other 
feature films and documentaries will be screened at 
the Cobb Plaza Cinema Café. In a partnership with 
CityArts Factory, a photo exhibit tracing the life of 
Desmond Tutu will be on display in the Orlando City 
Hall Rotunda throughout the festival. 

Subjects of films and documentaries often focus on 
the struggle for peace as it plays out in individuals’ 
‘struggles: a soccer club whose success defies racism; 
a man who decides to sing a Bruce Springsteen song 
at his estranged father’s funeral. 

“Most people have a very narrow idea of what 
‘peace’ means,” says Streich. The film festival she 
adopted has a way of helping them to broaden their 
definition.

Visit peacefilmfest.org for information.

Mike McLeod teaches writing at Rollins College and 
writes about the arts for several publications.
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