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Actor Andrew Frace has a theory about Willy Wonka, the manic candy-factory owner immortalized in Roald Dahl's "Charlie and the Chocolate Factory" and films starring Gene Wilder and Johnny Depp. 

"He has chocolate running through his veins," said Frace, who plays Wonka in the Kennedy Center production coming to the Peace Center Tuesday. "He's on a constant sugar high." 

When Frace took the part, he threw himself, heart and soul, into the world of Wonka. He wanted to delve into Willy Wonka's character, to find out what makes him tick. He created a "back story" for Wonka, imagining what his childhood would have been like, how his parents behaved. 

Preparing for the role, Frace worked out the physical aspects of Willy Wonka, how the character's body language proclaims who he is, and Frace also uses music to get himself into the mindset of his character. 
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Playing a character who is something of an icon was a bit daunting at first, but Frace said he was able to find a way to make the role his own. 

"He's a very complex character," Frace said. "That makes it fun for me." 

But while Frace will do almost anything for Willy Wonka, he stops short of going on a candy binge before a performance. 

"I don't go on an actual sugar high. If it's a morning show, I'll drink coffee, and that's about it." 

The stage production differs from the well-known films in several ways. The run time is shorter, about an hour. And because it's a live stage show, there aren't the kinds of special effects fans may remember from the films. 

Instead, the production uses puppets for many of the characters, including the Ooompa Loompas. It's a great chance for kids in the audience to use their imaginations, Frace said. 

There are plenty of other lessons to be learned, although the candy-coated production sweetens them with fun, Frace said. 

While kids learn about everything from good manners to the world of technology, one theme takes precedence. 

"Honesty is the central theme," Frace said. 
	
	


