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Marky Pierson puts the art in Key West’s biggest
party

By Mandy Miles Key West Citizen

October 24, 2017

Photos by ROB O'NEAL/The Citizen Artist Marky Pierson came to Key West in 2005 and
is the Art Director of this year's Fantasy Fest.

Marky Pierson’s car was, quite literally, first in line to head south on the 18-Mile Stretch when officials

reopened the road after Hurricane Wilma in October 2005.

“I was just moving here from Michigan,” Pierson said on Saturday morning, standing in front of the new

three-dimensional Fantasy Fest sign at the Custom House, one of the three festival “hubs” this year. “I

was trying to get here for Fantasy Fest that year, and of course, they ended up postponing it until

December.”

Pierson had vacationed in Key West for years and had attended prior Fantasy Fests.

“Back then, I dreamed of one day being chosen to design the Fantasy Fest poster, but this is even better,”

he said on Saturday, gesturing broadly to the sign and the Fantasy Fest T-shirt he wore — and designed.

“To be the art director for all of Fantasy Fest is honestly a dream come true.”

Pierson and his creative design company, Wonderdog Studios, are an integral part of the festival

production team that Nadene Grossman-Orr assembled when submitting a proposal to produce the

island’s biggest event.
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“I’ve never been more proud,” Grossman-Orr said last week. “Marky’s art direction and his team are

creating all of the brilliantly artful images, visuals, structures — basically they’re creating the ‘wow factor’ for

the festival. I’m killing myself on the planning side, but he’s actually making the festival look like art and fun,

and he deserves all the credit in the world for that.”

Pierson’s design for this year’s Fantasy Fest T-shirts are a sort of homage to all previous festivals, he said on

Saturday, pointing to a skeleton that appeared in the design for the 1998 theme “Fright Night on Bone

Island.” There’s also a dragon, a political elephant, sea animals and other characters that take revelers back

in time for this year’s “Time Travel Unravels.”

“We’ve basically treated the whole island as the festival grounds to make everyone feel that they’re a part of

this creative event,” he said, adding that in answer to growing concerns in recent years about the increase

in nudity and tasteless material, the new festival production team is focusing on costumes and creativity.

“We’re changing the visual of Fantasy Fest with a goal of restarting and realigning what the festival

represents to return it to the artsy, wild weirdos,” Pierson said. “Even all the colors we’ve used have fun

names. We’re also applying basic marketing principles to create a cohesive and consistent brand, and style,

using all the same colors, fonts and design aspects on the website, social media outlets, maps, signage, the

festival schedule, guide and merchandise.

“In addition to establishing three festival hubs this year — at the Custom House, Southernmost Mansion

and San Carlos Institute, we’re also having a full video and photo team this year,” Pierson said. “There have

never been live, on-the-spot photos from the events, but this year, we’re shooting everybody to highlight

the costumes and style.”

“The photo and video teams will update the festival’s social media pages daily, so people everywhere can

see what’s happening in Key West,” said Pierson, who worked for 10 years as a carpenter before launching

Wonderdog Studios when he arrived in Key West.

“The creative design work started as a side job,” he said. “I was still doing construction when I got here in

2005.”

But after designing enough logos, T-shirts, menus and interior design elements for local bars, restaurants,

guest houses and attractions, there was enough work to make the side job a full-time career. Pierson

credits his team at Wonderdog for the company’s success.

“I work with the wildest, craziest people I know,” he said. “They’re the geniuses. I just try to organize the

creative chaos.”

Pierson calls himself an “artist, producer and art director.” In recent years, Pierson’s paintings were

featured in a solo show at the Custom House, while his design and video work has appeared on countless

shirts, brochures, menus, and websites. He is a co-founder of the wildly popular Zombie Bike Ride, which

started out as an unofficial Fantasy Fest event that just happened to take place the weekend before the

parade finale.

This year, the ride officially joined the festival and on Sunday filled the streets from Smathers Beach and

South Street all the way through Old Town.

“Moving here 12 years ago completely changed my life, and all in a good way,” Pierson said. 

“I know I’ve said it before, but this? This is a dream come true,” he said, nodding again to the three-

dimensional Fantasy Fest sign at the Custom House. “And I’m just so proud to be a part of it.”
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