Karma of Violence

Athol Fugard on Playland, the new South Africa,

ven in these cynical times, Athol

Fugard gives the words ‘‘liberal”

and ‘‘humane’’ a good name. No

wonder he’s been called the con-
science of South Africa. For the past three
decades, the playwright has, with com-
passion and fierce dedication, explored
the dehumanizing effects of his country’s
system of racial segregation on South Afri-
can society among whites, blacks, and the
mixed race of ‘‘coloreds.’’

A writer, director, and actor, Fugard is
no stranger to American audiences. His
plays—Blood Knot, ‘Master Harold’. . .
and the boys, The Road to Mecca, and My
Children! My Africal, to name a few—
have been successes both on and off
Broadway. And he has been extensively
produced in regional theaters around the
country as well. Fugard’s latest work,
Playland, reveals the playwright at his
best. Infused with characteristic humani-
ty, it embodies a lesson for his country as
well as for a world ridden with violence
and strife.

I'talked to Fugard about Playland three
times over the course of a year. Two of
these conversations were by phone when
he was completing the play and getting it
ready for the South African premiere. We
subsequently met in New York last month
where he was staging Playland at the
Manhattan Theater Club. Neither sanc-
timonious nor self-important, this man,
often mentioned as a potential Nobel Prize
candidate, is warm, courteous, unassun-
ing, and full of good humor—in every
sense a true gentleman.

March 13, 1992: Port Elizabeth,
South Africa

Gerard Raymond: I’m calling to talk
about your new play.

Athol Fugard: You are having a peep
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and the process of writing.

BY GERARD RAYMOND

Athol Fugard (right) works with Kevin Spacey during Playland rehearsals. Gerry Goldstein

into my womb. [He chuckles.] You know
how some women nowadays do these
gynecological scans so they actually look
at their child even before the baby is born.
I think that’s what we are doing. . ..

What does it look like?

I call it Playland. Like so many of my
plays, it reflects my fascination with the
dynamic of a binary relationship. In other
words, there are two characters in it, and
I once again explore the relationship be-
tween two human beings—two stran-
gers—a black man and a white man.

What is Playland about?

All through the writing of this play, I
have always had in front of me, on my
desk, a little note I scribbled: the mystery
of repentance in the human heart. That’s
been like a compass bearing for me, help-
ing me to stay focused on what I think the
play is really about. In a sense, it’s what
lies at the heart of this play and in the ex-
perience between these two men. Both

men have very violent personal histories,
and in the course of the evening, they con-
front each other, themselves, and their
pasts.

Did you write the play to address
something relevant to South Africa
today?

I never set out to write an idea or a
metaphor, but now that the play is almost
written, I realize that the two men are a
kind of a metaphor for the situation in my
country at this particular moment in time.
And maybe if  am a good enough play-
wright, and if I haven’t lost touch with my
craft, maybe it’s a metaphor for any situ-
ation in which people have to confront
each other and themselves across the gap
of violence.

But this play isn’t something that I have l
cooked up overnight in order to deal with
a pressing issue facing us in this country.
I’ve had an appointment with some of the
central images in the play for a long, long



time. That is always a good sign for me as
a writer. If some of the elements have a
gestatory period in my subconscious, as it
were, that usually bodes well for the fu-
ture, let me put it that way.

So you start with an image?

The oldest image in the play is very
neutral, but it is the image of the title.
Here in South Africa, ‘‘playland’’ means
an amusement park or funfair with side-
shows and rides: a Ferris wheel, scenic
railway, and figure of eight.

About 20 years ago, I was driving
through the Karoo, a very desolate part of
the country near where I was born. On the
outskirts of a little town, I passed a very
sad, run-down, little traveling playland
that had set itself there for a couple of
nights. This little amusement park. . .it
just struck me as being very sad and
pathetic. The image stayed with me and
provoked me. Over the years, I have kept
thinking to myself, what a great setting for
a play, a great metaphor for South Africa.
Because this is a country where, for so
long, we tried to escape from our prob-
lems and our dilemmas. Instead of facing
them, we buy tickets for the Ferris wheel.

Over the years, other images have
joined it. Three years ago, I saw a photo in
the Port Elizabeth newspaper—a very
ugly, very moving photo of a moment of
violence in the border war that South Afri-
ca fought in Angola to keep Namibia.
That galvanized my thinking, and sudden-
ly I realized that I had an appointment to
write a play coming up very soon. I cut
out that photo, and about a year later, I
realized the time had come and I got on
with it.

I understand you like to write in long-
hand.

Yes, my favorite pen is out on the table
as I work my way through this play. I must
admit it is a little bit difficult now, because
I have osteo-arthritis in my right hand and
I sometimes have quite a bit of pain. It’s a
degenerative disorder which comes from
holding a pen and writing with a clenched
hand for 35 years. Doctors say there is
basically nothing you can do about it. You
can kill the pain, but there is no cure. I
hope it doesn’t mean that one day I am go-
ing to have to settle for a typewriter.

Do you write only when you are home
in South Africa?

Yes, I have two homes in South Africa.
One is the ‘‘Ashram’’ in Port Elizabeth,
and the other is in a little village in the
Karoo, the same little village that’s in 7he
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Simply because the first productions of
a new play are the most vulnerable mo-
ments in the play’s life. You have really got
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June 21, 1992: Johannesburg,
South Africa

Fugard has celebrated his 60th birthday
ten days earlier. Playland will premiere at
Johannesburg s Market Theater with John
Kani as Martinus Zoeloe, the black man,

and Sean Taylor as the white man, Gideon
Available in bookstores or'from ean lay.o e O
Le Roux.

CAMB RID GE 40 West 20th Street, New York, NY 10011-4211 Well, how is everything going?
UNIVERSITY PRESS Call toll-free 800-872-7423. MasterCard/VISA accepted. We have been in the rehearsal room for
two weeks now, and it is going very well.
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There have been no major changes, and I
have the security of believing that I actu-
ally wrote the play I wanted to write.
Whether people are going to find it in-
teresting or meaningful or entertaining,
that’s another question. But I do know that
the play I wanted is down on paper, so I
am feeling very positive.

Reading the script, it appears Play-
land is both introspective like The Road
to Mecca and political like My Children!
My Africa!

I am very aware of that. I think I have
struck a very happy balance in this play
between two aspects of my nature. One is
obviously Athol Fugard the socially com-
mitted artist, and the other one is the in-
trospective Fugard. That’s why a play like
Sizwie Bansi is Dead [1972] was followed
by a play like The Island [1973]. The two
sides of my nature are quite often at war
with each other, and life is a constant tight-
rope act between these two Fugards.

It looks now as if apartheid may
finally be ended. How has that in-
formed Playland?

There is talk about the New South Afri-
ca. Playland does address one of the
challenges which we as South Africans
face. There is a degree of violence be-
tween white and black, black and black,
that almost puts the apartheid years to
shame. The massacre of 39 people [at
Boipatong township] two nights ago
epitomizes the atmosphere and the degree
of violence which is rampant in this coun-
try at the moment. Any sensible and seri-
ous person in South Africa knows that this
violence is one of the major stumbling
blocks in the negotiation process to the
evolution of a decent, democratic society.

There has got to be some accountabili-
ty for what has happened in the past. I
think that the only way to break the karma
of violence in this country is to ac-
knowledge responsibility and ask for for-
giveness.

‘‘“The karma of violence. . .’

Yes, that is a phrase which characterizes
South Africa. I have a reverence for life,
which comes to me from my interest in
Buddhism. I suppose that can’t help show-
ing itself in the writing. In terms of my
play, the religion is obviously Christiani-
ty, which was the religion of my youth, but
it’s not the one that I practice now.

Are you a Buddhist now?

It might be presumptuous to call myself
that. I think I need to develop my practice
and my meditation much more strongly

=
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than it is at the moment before I can con-
front this world and say, I am a Buddhist.
But it is a very real presence in my life at
the moment, a very real connection.

Could you elaborate on Playland’s
theme of repentance and forgiveness?

Two weeks ago, Sean Taylor, the white
actor, made the observation that this play
is an exorcism. He said I was asking the
white character to, in a sense, act as an
agent for the audience, to provide white
South Africa with a catharsis in terms of
its accumulated guilt. And he is absolutely
right. Although I have tried in whatever
way I could to fight apartheid over all
these years, I must nevertheless ac-
knowledge that I carry a responsibility for
those terrible years as well. I can’t say that
my liberal convictions and my actions
leave me completely innocent. To the ex-
tent that I lived in this country, I was a
recipient of benefits and privileges that
came to me simply by virtue of my white
skin. That is what that white character
does for even the most liberal of white
South Africans. He is up there ac-
knowledging guilt, arriving at a point of
repentance and asking forgiveness for all
of us.

May 25, 1993: New York

Fugard and I finally meet at Manhattan
Theater Club’s Stage II, where Playland
has just begun previews. In the year since
the premiere in Johannesburg, Playland
has been produced at the La Jolla Play-
house in San Diego, the Donmar Ware-
house in London and at the Alliance The-
ater in Atlanta.

Has the play changed over the past
four productions?

Things vary, because you are dealing
with different actors, because of chemis-
try. The two South African actors who did
it with me in Johannesburg, and whom I
also took to London, obviously brought
with them certain qualities, like authenti-
city, that are pretty hard for any foreign ac-
tors to equal. I am not saying that it makes
them better actors, but it was their own
story, a story of their country, and they had
made a personal investment in this play.
The two marvelous actors at La Jolla
[Larry Golden and Ben Halley, Jr.] found
insights into the play which the South
African actors hadn’t discovered, which I
was able to give to the South African ac-
tors when we did it in London.

Now, here I am with these two extra-
ordinary actors [Kevin Spacey and



Frankie Faison], and they have made it a
story about all people. I must tell you very,
very candidly that I think Kevin and
Frankie have given me, if not the best,
then certainly one of the best experiences
I have ever had with American actors.
They have been just extraordinary in their
openness, their preparedness to take
direction, their courage. Kevin’s per-

-

Fugard at work. Gerry Goldstein

formance requires that he goes right to the
edge and then over—that takes courage.
Those qualities have made this produc-
tion, for me, quite memorable and helped
me overcome that certain inertia that I
started with, because it was my fifth
production of the play. Working with these
two chaps completely refreshed me and
gave me a new slant on the play. They dis-
covered things for themselves that none of
the previous four productions had done.

What sort of slant?

For example, Kevin—this is the way I
have been reading his performance—is
more vulnerable than the other Gideons
were. I think Frankie, until the moment
when he is under the pressure of the situ-
ation and starts to tell his story, has made
Martinus more secretive, and that’s to the
benefit of the play. I think the new slant
starts with that.

Have British and American audi-

ences reacted differently to Playland?
No, that is, of course, allowing for na-
tional character. English audiences are al-
ways a little bit more reserved in their
response than American audiences. But
the American productions have an advan-
tage. Here at the Manhattan Theater Club,
and to a certain extent in the previous
productions in America, the fact that two

;.

I

Americans have processed the text and
come up with a humor that Americans un-
derstand, has helped this production enor-
mously. Humor is a very parochial thing.
It is not always easy for one country to ap-
preciate the humor of another—a German
joke never makes the French people
laugh. To that extent, the little bit of hu-
mor that there is in the play eluded the
British audiences. I think that if I had put
the South African actors down here, au-
diences in the Manhattan Theater Club
would have to work as hard getting into the
play as the London audiences did, simply
because they are dealing with the textures
and the speech rhythms and everything of
another country, even though it is in En-
glish.

Are you concerned about getting
authentic accents and speech rhythms?

I don’t worry about it too much, be-
cause I find that it interferes with the ac-
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tors’ process, quite frankly. I have not had
all that satisfactory experience with actors
who tried to do the full-fledged South
African accent. They usually make me
wince. So my very specific instructions to
Frankie and Kevin were that we were just
going to flavor the text a little bit. We are
not going to go for the whole thing, be-
cause it also creates another surface, and
I don’t like these surfaces that hinder or
make access to the event difficult.

But this set, with the soil of the desert
on the stage, isn’t that an attempt to
duplicate authentically the land of the
Karoo desert?

Oh, yes, my designer Susan Hilferty
has worked very hard. She has been with
me for some 11 years now and has come to
South Africa to work with me on five oc-

casions, so she knows the country very
well. These textures are very South Afri-
can, very authentic.

How do the actors achieve that South
African texture?

There is a whole a physical reality, for
example, to the body language of a white
South African, of a Gideon, particularly
when he is with a black man—a whole set
of physical attitudes, which is my respon-
sibility as an director to pass on to the ac-
tors. Similarly, there is the earthbound,
rooted, simple dignity to Martinus that
characterizes, as I see it, black South Afri-
ca. There is nothing hip about the Mar-
tinuses in South Africa—they are of the
earth. Most important of all is the psychol-
ogy. A character like Gideon comes from
the psychology of an anxiety-ridden

b
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dominant white minority, and it is very
specific.

Are you tired of Playland after direct-
ing it five times now?

I certainly hope that this production of
Playland, of which, incidentally, I am in-
tensely proud, is the end of the line. Yes,
I am tired. I think I have exhausted my
responses to the play now as a director,
and I want to get back to my writing.
There is new writing waiting.

What’s the next project?

When I go back to South Africa, first
there is something I have been promising
myself for a long time—a little biographi-
cal memoir about my childhood, Athol
Fugard from six to 16. There is a little rea-
son for doing that story, but I'd rather not
go into that because I am still writing it.
So my immediate future is a bit of prose
for a change, something I found very
difficult to start, because I write dialogue.
But I've actually found some sort of
rhythm, and I am enjoying myself. It is
rather a refreshing little exercise.

But I do also know what my next play is
going to be. I think, while I am doing this
bit of prose writing, I will slowly be col-
lecting together the notes I have for that
new play, and some time in the second half
of this year, I will start to write it.

Can we get a peek at the new play
now?

Let me just see for a moment. It has a
cast with a minimum of four, which is
quite big for me. It might even end up hav-
ing five characters. . .

An epic. . .

A cast of thousands, man! A big, Holly-
wood, Cecil B. De Mille production! [He
laughs] Ja, so I know that. I know that it
is set in the dining room of a little country
hotel, and one of the characters, you are
going to have to guess who, is from My
Children! My Africa! So it is something in
the nature of a sequel, though it is not only
that. That is something I have never done
before. I have never felt the need to take up
the history of a character once I have
finished a play. But it is always time for
something new, you know what I mean?

Will you be doing any acting work as
well?

Ah, yes, that is something else I can say
about the new play. I think I have written
a role for myself. Oh! Oh! Will write a
role for myself. That’s tempting the gods.
I apologize, I apologize, I apologize! I am
very superstitious when I write. Keep your
fingers crossed! ™



