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Sugar rush Actor playing Willy Wonka says he envisions the character "with chocolate bubbles running through his veins"

Home News Tribune Online 03/12/06

By MARY ANN BOURBEAU
STAFF WRITER
mabourb@thnt.com 

As a child, Andrew Frace loved the Roald Dahl book "Charlie and the Chocolate Factory." He also developed a love of musical theater, and he nurtured that love by appearing in church and school productions from elementary school through his college years, and later professional summer theater. 
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Now two of his greatest joys have meshed, as Frace performs the starring role in the Kennedy Center's production of "Roald Dahl's Willy Wonka," the story of five children touring the world's most wonderful chocolate factory. The show makes a stop at the State Theatre in New Brunswick on March 19, as part of the Kennedy Center Imagination Celebration's 75-city tour. 

"I've always been into fantasy, and the idea of a world made of candy is every kid's dream," said Frace, who earned a degree in musical theater from Elon University in North Carolina. 

At 23, Frace is the youngest member of the cast, but he said he has a keen sense of who Willy Wonka is and combines the best characteristics of the Candy Man from Dahl's 1964 novel as well as two subsequent movies. 

"Willy Wonka is such a complex and mysterious character," said Frace. "It's an interesting character from an actor's standpoint. He's been secluded in a factory most of his life, so he hasn't had much human interaction. He's a kid at heart. He likes seeing children enjoy his factory, and he's very proud of his work, but he does have a temper." 

Frace wanted to stay true to the author's portrayal of Wonka and show the darker side of the character's personality. 

"The stakes were very high for him," Frace said. "When he sees a child screwing up his life's work, he gets angry. If Willy Wonka never got upset, his joy would not be as explosive at the end." 

Still, Frace doesn't want children to be afraid of the character, as he admits he was after seeing Gene Wilder's portrayal in the 1971 film "Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory" as a child. 

"I stick more to the book, but I've also drawn on the performances of Gene Wilder and Johnny Depp (who played Wonka in last year's Tim Burton film, "Charlie and the Chocolate Factory,") he said. "I try to create a Wonka casserole, as I call it. I draw my own conclusion of who he is, which is one of the most rewarding things for me. I try to imagine chocolate bubbles running through Wonka's veins, keeping him active. I envision him light on his feet, on a sugar rush: bouncy, jumpy, with his coattail flapping in the wind." 

Along with the seven cast members, who play multiple parts in the show, many of the other roles are portrayed by nearly life-size puppets. Four of the puppets are that of hero Charlie Bucket's bedridden grandparents, and are operated by actors who stand behind the bed. A favorite among the children, the Oompa-Loompas, are seen as wiry green puppets. The puppeteers sit on stools and use their own legs as the puppets legs, as they manipulate the arms, head and body. 

"A lot of my interaction is with the puppets," Frace said. "The Oompa-Loompas are really cool. They're always a big hit with the audience." 

Having been taken to shows and musicals by his parents since he was very young, Frace loves the reversal of roles in that he is now the one entertaining children. 

"The great thing about kids is that they are very good critics," he said. "When they say they like the show, they mean it. It's very rewarding bringing live theater to kids. I love looking in the audience and seeing them laughing or fully mesmerized." 

The show opens with Frace as Wonka standing center stage and singing the signature song, "Pure Imagination." The song was penned for the 1971 film by Leslie Bricusse and Anthony Newley. 

"It's a classic song, and it's a big thrill to sing it in front of the children," Frace said. "It invites the audience into the show. It's a lot of pressure, though. People have high expectations." 

Though Frace is enjoying the thrill of entertaining young ones, and dreams of someday making the leap to Broadway, he's having plenty of thrills while starring in this production. 

"It's cool for me because I haven't done much traveling before," said Frace, who hails from the Washington D.C. area. "I'm seeing all these parts of the United States that I haven't seen before. This has been quite a ride so far." 
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