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: that one of the actors was his
chauffeur and the other his

: gardener, though, as he has

: since pointed out, he had no

: car and he had no garden.

They did not write down

: the script, for fear of its

: being seized by the

: authorities: this is a work

: that tackles the evil of racial

: oppression head-on. It is set

IT is 27 years now since the
white South African
playwright Athol Fugard and
the two black actors John
Kani and Winston Ntshona
collectively devised The
Island. In those dark days of
apartheid, such a
collaboration between races
was a dangerous business,
and Fugard had to pretend
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: on Robben Island, where

Nelson Mandela and other

: black political prisoners
. were held for so long, and
i COmeEs across as an angry,

anguished cry of defiance.
Since its premiere, of

: course, all has changed,
: changed utterly. Mandela has :
: been released and become an
: international hero and his

* country’s president. And

Fugard, a great man and a
great playwright, has
ruefully admitted that in the
new South Africa “there’s a
reseniment now that the
major voices speaking out
against the system during
those [apartheid] years were
white voices. .. We’re not
wanted any more.”

But writers such as Fugard,
and actors such as Kani and
Ntshona, will always be
needed. I feared that The
Island might seem a
historical curiosity, an
effective piece of agitprop
that had served its purpose.
In fact this superb revival at
the Lyttleton, which has been
staged with the assistance of
Peter Brook, leaves no doubt
that the piece is a modern
classic, a blazing beacon

: uncompromisingly
: minutes of mime. The two

: actors (young men when they
: first starred in the play, now
: flabbily middle-aged and

: touchingly vulnerable) act

: out the pointless prison

: labour of digging sand,

: loading it into wheelbarrows
: and emptying it a few yards

: further along the beach. It'sa :
: rewardingly detailed piece of :
: physical theatre that

: encapsulates the cruelty and
: futility of life on the island.
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: inhumanity to man, wherever
: it may occur.

The play begins,
with 15

The play refuses to

: surrender to despair,

: however. Indeed the

: relationship between the two
: prisoners who share a cell

: sometimes put me in mind of
: Morecambe and Wise in its

: mixture of exasperation and
: affection. But the writing

: also cuts remarkably deep.

The two prisoners are

: preparing an extract from
against the darkness of man’s :

Antigone for a prison

Apartheid’s over but we still need this blazing beacon of defiance

: concert. The rehearsals, with
: Ntshona balefully grumbling
: about the production and

: fretting over his ridiculous

: raffia wig and false breasts,

. are richly comic. But in the

: final scene, when the piece is

actually staged, the ancient

i Greek tragedy becomes a
: remarkably pointed, deeply

resonant act of defiance.

Even more impressive than
: such political courage is the

play’s emotional depth. There
s a remarkable passage in

: which Kani pretends to

: phone home, and you

: suddenly get an

: overwhelming sense of the

men's exile from those they
love. And the scene in which

: Kani learns that his appeal

: has been successful and he

: has only three more months

: to serve while Ntshona has to
: face the prospect of spending
: the rest of his life on the

: island combines penetrating
: psychological detail with that
: fund of unsentimental

: compassion with which

: Fugard has always been

: blessed.

I suppose Kani and
shona are now too well-
padded to be playing hungry,

ill-treated prisoners, but

: there is no mistaking the

: poignancy, the authority or

: the depth of their remarkable
: performances. This is a play,

: and a production, of genuine

- viewer feeling hoth moved
: and humbled.
: Tickets: 020 7452 3000
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