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by Nicholas de Jongh
The Island *x*
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political prisoners,

few have achieved

such fierce pathos as
The Island. At the Royal Court in
1973 the actors John Kani and
Winston Ntshona, performing
the play they had helped Athol
Fugard compose, first conjured
up for English audiences the
brutalities and bleakness of life
as Apartheid prisoners. In the
roles of long-term convicts,
isolated on Robben Island, Kani
and Ntshona brought apartheid
uncomfortably close to home.

Last night these same
tremendous actors returned The
Island to London, evoking the
ugly political yesterday of South
Africa’s white supremacy rule.
Kani and Ntshona are now too
overweight to look convincing
prisoners, but their
performances are stamped with
naturalness and the piercing ring
of truth, Today with Apartheid
and its vicious administrators
gone, The Island takes on the
world. The play is like a timeless
survivors' guide for prisoners of
conscience everywhere,
struggling to survive and keep
despair at bay.

No director is credited with
this revival and as played on a
small spotlit, elevated stage
such an intimate two-
character piece,
seems J
overwhelmed
and
anonymous in
the Lyttleton’s
vast spaces. The
yawning
vacancies of
stage-space could have
been lit to evoke the
lonely vastness of
Robben Island. And
for the first 10
minutes there's

'

SUrvivors’
guide for
political
prisoners
everywhere

And the men’s night-time
brooding over the release is fired
by imaginings.

At least one overwhelming
scene, though, conveys play-
acting's positive function. Kani,
intelligent prisoner to
Ntshona's far more basic

convict, holds a tin mug

to his ear and imagines
himself in telephone
contact with the outside
world. But, and this is
what makes the
< ritual so
poignant, the
11/“ . idea of acting
v outa
# conversation
2 with his wife
is too painful.
" So instead he
sends his
fantasy
“ messages indirectly
* toa friend who
g~y knows his wife and
his fellow convict.

Kani intensifies the

titive, . £
:ﬁg;éelrﬁa? :::eams V—/ﬂ emotional force of the
for bold cutting: Y scene by playing it as
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coloured shorts i rather than a
and shirts, mime ‘ consoling game.
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play tightens its

hold. The set becomes the prison
cell which the men share in
symbiotic closeness. Fugard
makes uncomfortably vivid the
nature of this interdependence,
as one prisoner urinates —
literally I suspect — to provide
liquid to act as disinfectant for
his mate’s infected eye. Play-
acting and the acting out of
fantasies are, Fugard suggests,
the men's best routes to that
temporary freedom called
escapism. So steeped are the
convicts in fantasising that when
Kani is told his 10-year sentence
has been reduced, with release
imminent, he half-believes the
authorities are playing games.

importuning /" ring of truth &

classic which can
be read as a plea
for law-breakers
in totalitarian regimes, is the
chosen play. Ntshona’s
Antigone, hard-pressed to
follow the play’s argument,
reluctant to wear blonde wig or
false breasts is delightfully
obtuse. But when Antigone is
finally performed in front of
prison guards, with Kani’'s
tyrannical monarch suavely
speaking for all oppressive
rulers, this remarkable play
reaches a final high pitch of
dangerous dramatic irony.

Ratings: - O adequate; % good; %%
very good; %% % outstanding; X poor
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