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After Being Closed For the Pandemic Nearly Three Years
Tampa Bay Theatre Festival Returns

By Deborah Bostock-Kelley

Having been shuttered for nearly three years, Rory Lawrence, founder
of the Tampa Bay Theatre Festival, is excited to bring creatives and theatre
lovers together again for a three-day event on September 2-4. The festival
culminates in a dress-up dinner and awards program celebrating the com-
petition of monologues, short plays, full-length plays, a mix and mingle net-
working event, and several educational workshops during the three days.

When Lawrence first proposed creating the festival in 2014, his plays
had been part of two other national festivals, and he knew what we want-
ed to do fo bring a similar concept to Tampa Bay. Despite running his own
successful theatre company, RQL Productions, with his creative team and
having some incredible ideas, he had no business plan, venue, or financial
backers to cultivate the seed to blossom his fledgling festival through his
nonprofit.

He knew that the Straz Center hosted one of the nation's most promi-
nent events for youth, so he reached out o see if they would be interested in
partnering with him to give a home to the inaugural event for adults. Jeanne
Piazza at the Straz asked for fime to think about his idea.

A man of faith, he and his wife and partner, educator Dr. Kahlila Law-
rence believed in this vision of a theatre festival uniting all the theatres, per-
formers, and spectators in Tampa Bay and beyond. They trusted it would
come to fruiion even though naysayers warned it would fail.

presents

September 15 - October 2, 2022

Tuesday - Saturday 8 pm e Sunday 2 pm

Sponsored by

(&, Hillsborough
County Fica

Powerstories Theatre
2105 W. Kennedy Blvd. sTampa, Florida 33606 N

813-253-2000

"Tampa is fertile ground for theatre. People here love live theatre," said
Rory. "We had several different film festivals but no live theatre festivals. |
asked my team do you think we can do this2 We have no money, no venue,
but can we do it2 They were all, 'yeah, we can do this!"

Exactly one day later, the phone rang, and on the other end was Piaz-
za from the Straz Center, agreeing fo partner for the debut event. Several
other theatre venues followed.

"We were green. We didn't know if people would be interested or if we
people would come. We knew we wanted to do something for the theatre
community and Tampa."

Lawrence was stressed. It was September 4, 2014, the festival opened
on the 5th, and only ten tickets to the entire event were sold.

Rory told his team, "We don't know what's going to happen. But let's
just believe it will happen regardless of what it looks like."

On September 5, after their equipment truck broke down, Rory and his
team set up for the first improv workshop early morning. Unbeknownst to
him, a line of attendees wrapped around the building outside. Each event
that weekend sold out.

"When | think about that first and second year, | get emotional because
we had so many challenges that just worked out. We started doing our
homework — how to make it better, more credible, make people recognize
it, and get celebrities fo be part of what we have."

Fast forward eight years and five festivals later, and Tampa Bay The-
atre Festival has submissions and attendees locally and from as far away
as Georgia, North Carolina, New York, and Canada. Winners of past
competitions have gone on to have successful film and television careers.

Harry Lennix, a film and television star, who joined the festival in 2016,
teaches a standing-room-only workshop.

This year the festival had the most submissions since its inception. Peo-
ple flock to Tampa Bay Theatre Festival from all over the country to partic-
ipate in this three-day live theatre event and educational workshops. Rory
and his team, primarily original members, have put Tampa on the map as
a destination event for anyone who loves live theatre.

From the beginning, it was important for Lawrence to have more than
shows on the festival roster and an educational component featuring work-
shops that helped actors, playwrights, directors, producers, and people
interested in starting their own theatre.

Dr. Lawrence worked with her husband to set up a yearly scholarship
for two students to attend the festival. They write an essay about who they
are, what theatre means to them, and why they want to be a part of the
Tampa Bay Theatre Festival. Selected students enjoy the entire festival with-
out cost.

When Lawrence decided to bring the festival back, he wondered if he'd
get a response or if too much time had passed. He then relayed stories
about numerous emails from past attendees thankful for the festival's reap-
pearance after the pandemic.

"The response was overwhelming. People are pouring their hearts out.
After Covid, they wrote we thought you guys would throw in the towel.
We're so glad you're coming back. We r-e-a-I-I-y need this."

Rory punctuated his response with a laugh when asked why he contin-
ves to take on such a massive undertaking for him and his team.

"Because I'm crazy...." He paused, then confinued. "Because | love
what we're doing. People are going to be excited. I'm hoping to see some
familiar faces, and get reunited. We've never walked away making a dime
from this festival, but as long as the people continve to come, want to sup-
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port us, and like it, we'll keep doing it. You cannot replace live theatre.
Theatre feeds my soul."

FESTIVAL SCHEDULE
s [CEBREAKERS by Rory Lawrence — September 2, 7:30 PM, HCC Ybor
* Monologue Competition — September 2, 5 PM, HCC Ybor

* Improv Workshop - Fun With Improv with Davina Reid September 3,
8:30 AM, HCC Ybor

* Audition Workshop - September 3, 10:30 AM, HCC Ybor

* Starting Your Own Theatre Company, September 3, 12:30 PM, HCC
Ybor

* Harry Lennix Acting Workshop, September 3, 3 PM, HCC Ybor

* DURESS by Angela Sarabia, September 3, 12:30, Carrollwood Players
Theatre

* HATE CRIME by Walrus Productions, LLC - Vincent Scarsella, Septem-
ber 3, 12:30 PM, HCC MainStage Theatre

« BREAST ADVICE by Deborah Bostock-Kelley, September 3, 7:30 PM,
Stageworks Theatre

* PHONOGRAPHIC MEMORIES by Black Water Theatre, September 3,
7:30 PM, HCC MainStage Theatre

* BEYOND THE SUMMER OF LOVE by Jim Moss, September 3, 7:30
PM, Carrollwood Players Theatre

* MARY by Michael LiCastri, September 3, 7:30 PM, HCC Ybor City
Campus

* Short Play Competition September 4, 10:30 AM, Straz Center
* Awards Party, September 4, 7:30 PM, Straz Center

Learn more and get tickets at tampabaytheatrefestival.com.
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