
Because the 2020 Fringe Festival was 
canceled, images in this story are from the 
2019 event. Some inside performances are 
returning in 2021, although many activities 
will be outdoors. Shown is the cast of an 
adult musical comedy called Tadpoles. 
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Orlando’s favorite 
unjuried, uncensored, 

unconventional cultural 
experience is back, 

baby — and ready to 
celebrate a milestone.

BY GK SHARMAN
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Yes, the unconventional, uncensored 
(and unbowed) festival is coming back 
May 18 through 31. Most shows will be 
at the John & Rita Lowndes Shakespeare 
Center, with satellite venues at Häos on 
Church and The Abbey on Eola Drive.

“The most important thing is, we’re 
moving forward and getting the artists 
back onstage,” says Fringe Executive 
Director Alauna Friskics.

This atypical year also marks the 
Fringe’s 30th anniversary. Over the past 
three decades, the almost-anything-
goes festival has grown to include Kids’ 
Fringe, Visual Fringe and Fringe Winter 
Mini-Fest.

Adds Friskics: “The theme for this 
year’s festival is celebrate. And we will. 
We’ll celebrate 30 years of unique, 
vibrant art in Orlando, and we’ll cele-
brate coming together after canceling 

last year’s festival.”
When the pandemic hit in 2020, the 

Fringe was already well into the plan-
ning stages. And although live shows 
were called off, the organization was 
able to pivot and produce “Fringe 
Today,” which placed a variety of live 
programming online via Facebook. 

But the festival, the artists and the city 
took a big financial hit. Normally, pro-
ceeds from the performances go back to 
the artists. In 2019 alone, that added up 
to some $450,000, notes Friskics.

No live shows meant no paydays, she 
says, which left “a gaping hole in the arts 
community, to not be able to pay out to 
the artists. Getting money in the artists’ 
pockets is our main motivation this year.”

Though performers are back, signifi-
cantly fewer applied to participate this 
year, likely because nonessential travel 

is still being discouraged.
Normally, the festival holds a lottery 

to determine which acts are accepted — 
and there's only a one-in-three chance 
of applicants making it to a stage.

This year, every performer or group 
that had been accepted last year were 
invited to return. Still, there are just 59 
acts scheduled instead of the typical 
130. “Even the wait list was completely 
exhausted,” says Friskics.

But a 59-show slate is considerably 
more robust than in most places. 
Orlando Fringe is one of the few fes-
tivals doing in-person shows at all, 
especially in North America. All the 
Canadian Fringes, for example, will be 
digital only this year.

Locally, however, the shows — albeit 
fewer of them — will go on, along with 
masks and hand sanitizer. More outdoor 

Fish gotta swim, as they say. And equally true is that actors gotta act — something most 
haven’t been able to do in front of live audiences for more than a year. This year’s Orlando 

International Fringe Theatre Festival — last year’s event was canceled due to COVID-19 — will 
give at least some of them the opportunity to entertain and astonish in-person attendees. 
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The Fringe Lawn, at Loch Haven Cultural Park, 
will, as always, be a center of activity during 
the festival. Among the acts from 2019 were 

Alastair Knowles (below left) with an immersive 
one-man show called INK, and Ana Cuéllar 

(below right), choreographer of Hombre, which 
combined modern dance, ballet and acrobatics.
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options will be available, and many reg-
ular lobby activities will be outdoors. 

Visual Fringe — which features draw-
ing, painting, sculpture, jewelry making 
and more — is transitioning to an online 
gallery. All the art on display will be 
available for purchase with 100 percent 
of the proceeds returned to the artists.

Personal interaction won’t be entirely 
lacking, however. A rotating roster of 
artists will be stationed on the patio 
selling his or her work the old-fashioned 
way. And expect to see outdoor art 
installations on the grounds surround-
ing the Shakespeare Center.

At the live shows, audience members 
can count on social distancing, limited 
capacity in all venues and mandatory 
mask-wearing by spectators and per-
formers. Fringe team members will also 
conduct temperature checks when peo-
ple enter venues and will periodically 
test staff, volunteers and artists. 

The organization also hired a COVID 
compliance officer, Friskics says, and is 
prepared to make changes if manage-
ment feels anything is unwise from a 
safety standpoint. 

“One of the drivers in planning this 
year is making audience members feel 
safe,” Friskics adds. “That could mean 

Fringe Executive Director Alauna Friskics 
began with the festival as a college 
volunteer. Performers from 2019 included 
Philadelphia-based JUNK (facing page), a 
troupe known for its ingenious use of found 
objects and its melding of traditional dance 
and daredevil physicality. 

being seated in a lower-capacity venue, 
participating in outdoor activities or 
just enjoying a cold beverage on the 
lawn away from everyone else.”

For those who don’t feel comfortable 
visiting in-person, Fringe is adding a 
digital component — DigiFringe. All 
shows will be recorded in a multicam-
era format and uploaded to the Fringe 
website, where they’ll be available on 
demand (for a fee) from June 4 to 18. 

Friskics has been involved with the 
Fringe in one capacity or another since 
1998 — when her dad was manager of 
the beer tent — and volunteered while 
on spring break from college in Chicago. 
She later became volunteer coordinator 
and spent a year as financial manager/
co-producer. 

She then moved on to the Central 
Florida Performing Arts Alliance as 
director of programs and finance. Her 
next stop was the Garden Theatre in 
Winter Garden, where she was execu-
tive director for nearly 12 years.

The John & Rita Lowndes Shakespeare 
Center is located at 812 East Rollins 
Street, Orlando, in the Loch Haven Cul-
tural Park. To find an up-to-date show 
schedule and to purchase tickets, visit 
orlandofringe.org. C
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The Fringe always offers an eclectic mix 
of mature material along with plenty of 

activities for kids and families.
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