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Florida Stage has presented the work of many playwrights of national and international renown, but it is fair to say that none is of the stature of South African Nobel Prize nominee Athol Fugard. So presenting his latest stage script, Exits and Entrances, in its East Coast premiere would be a major event, regardless of the quality of the writing and the production.

Frankly, it has been a while since this Manalapan company has had genuine "don't-miss" theater on its stage, but this intermissionless character sketch for two actors is the real thing — a small play with large implications, the sort of compact, yet thematically expansive evening that all who care about the theater will want to experience.

	

	


Fugard spent most of his career dramatizing the effects of apartheid, his country's policy of racial hatred. While the message was usually political, his plays invariably focused on the human toll, with artfully drawn characters and situations.
While Exits and Entrances touches on the racial unrest brewing in South Africa in the late 1950s and early 1960s, its emphasis is on the personal. Autobiographical in nature, it is a portrait of the artist as a young man, but Fugard is too crafty — and perhaps too modest — to make himself the central character.

Instead, he turns the spotlight on the renowned South African stage star Andre Huguenet, a towering, barrel-chested tragedian with considerable ego and accompanying self-doubts. Fugard — referred to in the program's cast list as simply The Playwright — was a minor functionary in Huguenet's acclaimed production of Oedipus Rex. 
But he also doubled as the legendary actor's aide and dresser, allowing the two of them backstage time together, during which some of Huguenet's philosophies, attitudes and insecurities rubbed off on his young, awed assistant.

As Exits and Entrances begins, The Playwright (soft-spoken, subservient William Dennis Hurley) is transported back to his first encounter with Andre (blustery, larger-than-life Morlan Higgins) by a newspaper item announcing his death, just as South Africa is reborn as a republic. We watch and come under his spell too as Huguenet dons his Oedipus makeup, runs through his lines with his assistant, who is already meticulous about words, foreshadowing his future career as a writer.

As in Ronald Harwood's The Dresser, to which this play has more than a superficial resemblance, the underling is already taking on a parental role to coax his idol through his performance, while also basking in his glow and soaking up tidbits of wisdom.

Later on, we see a snippet of Andre movingly perform a histrionic drama called The Prisoner, and an older Fugard, now an established playwright, comes backstage to congratulate his mentor and discuss the nature of theater on a more equal footing. Yet there is a new frailty to Andre, in the twilight of his career while The Playwright is in his ascent.

Both actors, who originated these roles last year at the Fountain Theater in Los Angeles, are first-rate, but the production belongs to Higgins, who commands the stage with performance choices both huge and detailed. Director Stephen Sachs cannily busies his actors with activities, getting beyond the potential problem of the play's wordiness.

While these two performers could probably not be bettered, surely certain South Florida actors could do these roles well, too. Here's hoping that Florida Stage does not make a habit of importing productions rather than creating its own.

The look of the evening is helped by Richard Crowell's broken proscenium set and autumnal lighting. Exits and Entrances may be a minor work of Fugard's when compared with his more overtly political plays, but it is a play brimming with humanity and theatricality.
