Sensitivity, humor enrich 'Entrances and Exits'
Conflict pits bitterness of age against the ardor of youth and centers on art's ability to influence society.
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André (Morlan Higgins) is a celebrated older actor struggling not to be forgotten, while The Playwright (William Dennis Hurley), is working to find his artistic and political voice, in 'Entrances and Exits' at Florida Stage.
 




Entrances and Exits is a crucible for an actor of power and heart. The production at Florida Stage is fortunate is having that actor in Morlan Higgins.

The play is the latest from the pen of Athol Fugard, the patriarch of South African theater. Florida Stage wisely has imported the cast and director from the original production, which debuted last year at the Fountain Theatre in Los Angeles.

The two-character drama is drawn from Fugard's life. Higgins portrays André, an aging Afrikaans actor whose theatrical style is falling out of favor. William Dennis Hurley plays The Playwright, a character modeled on the young Fugard, whose reflections frame the story.

The play, which takes place almost entirely in theater dressing rooms, is divided roughly into two encounters between The Playwright and André.

The first occurs in 1956, when The Playwright is performing in André's ragtag production of Oedipus and serving as the star's backstage lackey.

The second takes place five years later, after The Playwright has found his artistic footing. André, on the other hand, is bruised beyond repair.

Intending to congratulate André on a stellar performance, The Playwright instead finds himself arguing with the actor, who dismisses his efforts to redefine South African theater by writing about the abuses of apartheid.

Their conflict pits the bitterness of age against the ardor of youth and centers on art's ability to influence society. It's a question that Fugard, who, like André, is nearing the end of his career, resolves with poetry and hope.

Hurley, as the sympathetic observer, generously yields the limelight to André.

The flamboyant André displays the vanity and insecurity of a diva. Yet he's redeemed by his sense of humor, as he tugs at his robes, struggles into his corset, and makes fun of himself and his earnest admirer.

Although André's acting is pretentious by today's standards, Higgins uncovers the devotion that moves the character to say that the stage is his only real home. Higgins' rendition near the end of the play of Hamlet's "to be or not to be" soliloquy, which André recites slumped in a chair dressed only in his underwear, is breathtaking.

Fugard had never before allowed one of his plays to premiere under the direction of someone other than himself. His faith in director Steven Sachs, the Fountain's co-artistic director, is well founded. The play maintains its intensity throughout its 90-minute single act, while provoking laughter, diving into pathos and gently philosophizing about life and art.

Florida Stage fortifies the drama with its usual sensitivity. In particular, praise must be heaped on Richard Crowell's lighting design, which becomes a visual metaphor for the play's principal themes.

The show runs through Jan. 15 at Florida Stage, 262 S. Ocean Blvd., Manalapan. For tickets, call 585-3433.
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