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Interesting Look at Later Life in
A.R. Gurney Play at Mondo

Courtesy of Howard Fischer
SHADOWS OF THE PAST…In A.R. Gurney’s play Later Life, Boston banker Austin (Alan Ellis) meets up unexpectedly
with Ruth (Leslie Williams) after 30 years. The play, presented by Alliance Repertory Theatre, is presented weekends in the
Mondo building at 426 Springfield Avenue in Summit through Saturday, November 18.
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Today is the perfect day to fall in love with your 
dream home. Call me to schedule a tour! 

By SUSAN MYRILL DOUGHERTY
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

SUMMIT – Thirty years is a long
time to try to place a face that seems
vaguely familiar. In Alliance Reper-
tory Theatre Company’s production
of Later Life, by A.R. Gurney, that
situation occurs between Ruth (Leslie
Williams) and Austin (Alan Ellis).
When they meet at a party, she knows
immediately who he is and remembers
their meeting that has haunted her for
those 30 years. He is clueless of that
time in their history until she jogs his
memory. In this little jewel of a play,
offered without intermission, the
middle-aged couple mix and mingle at
a cocktail party and meet a variety of
interesting guests along the way.

At first, the audience might specu-
late that the successful Boston banker
Austin and bohemian Ruth had a child
together – either from a casual one-

night stand or even by rape. She re-
members him so well and gives him
clues as to where they were and how
old they were. As the exposition un-
folds, though, we see it was an ami-
cable encounter. It even feels roman-
tic as she describes what he was wear-
ing and drinking and talking about all
evening. These two actors do a verbal
dance that engages and intrigues the
audience.

As well-heeled guests eat and drink
and chatter about the inane things of
their lives, Austin and Ruth dig deeper
and share emotions that run the gamut
of regret, disillusion and depression
mingled, finally, with self-realization.
The play is filled with “what if’s” that
haunt Ruth especially.

The slim storyline is punctuated by
an array of party guests who are upper
crust, transplanted southerners, and
others who are a part of either Ruth’s
or Austin’s life. Mr. Tait Ruppert, an
Actors Equity member, is darling in
every one of the five or so characters
he plays. His curly gray locks are
pushed and pulled under hats or fluffed
up depending on whichever part he
plays as he emerges through the cur-
tains that represent the interior of the
apartment to the terrace where all of
the action takes place. Especially en-
dearing is his portrayal of the phi-
losophy professor from Brandeis who
is clad in the requisite corduroy jacket,
jeans and casually slung scarf. The
professor, trying to give up smoking,
wanders onto the terrace to have one
last smoke before saying goodbye to
the vice for good. “Ah, tobacco – the
scent of America,” he intones as he
sniffs an unlit Marlboro. He com-
pares saying good-bye to his lifelong
companion of a cigarette to a “whiff
of the grave.” And displaying a
Cheshire Cat grin in his characteriza-
tion of Walt, Austin’s lifetime friend
and former roommate, he is priceless.

Later, Mr. Ruppert plays a crotch-
ety old geezer dressed in a wine-
colored velour track suit, red cardi-
gan sweater and old man’s cap. Of
course, he and his wife quibble and
grouse like a stereotypic old married
couple. Their latest issue is that they
are moving to Florida on his nod, but
the wife wants to stay up North be-
cause of the grandchildren.

That wife, comedic actress
extraordinaire Judi Laganga, rants and
fumes with aplomb. Throughout all
the characters she plays, and amid an
array of wigs of various hues and
cuts, she always has a twinkle in her
stunning blue eyes. Those eyes, ei-
ther wide with innocence or slanted
in glee or secrecy, tell all. Ms.
Laganga’s characters go from sophis-
ticated to Southern bumpkin in a blink.
She handily juggles the accents and
personas as easily as a chameleon
changes colors. One of her lines is
“Everybody has a story” and we get
to see snippets of entertaining stories
through each character.

Director David Christopher has
done wonders with staging at the in-
timate Mondo Theater staging area.
The handsome set (David Munro) is
used to its fullest with characters
perching on chairs, benches as well as
the terrace’s balustrade. Movement is
fluid and character motivated which
makes the fast-paced show a delight.

The play raises thoughtful ques-
tions of predestination, of fate and
what to do if life offered a “do over.”
Should life be lived waiting for some-
thing bad – or good- to happen? Are
second chances worth taking?

This intriguing play runs weekends
through Saturday, November 18. For
tickets to the Alliance Repertory Theatre
Company production, call (908) 472-
1502 or go to alliancerep.org. The Mondo
building is located at 426 Springfield
Avenue, Summit, N.J. 07901.

Short Plays Planned at
CF Community Center

CRANFORD – The Theater Project
will present readings of two short
plays, Cousin Claire and Her Coats
by Mary Jane Walsh and Bullet in
Mid-Air by Ed Lataro, on Saturday,
November 18, at 2 p.m. in the
Cranford Community Center.

The Cranford Community Center
is located at 220 Walnut Avenue.

Headquartered at the Burgdorff
Center in Maplewood, The Theater
Project is an acclaimed professional
theater group and the winner of two
New Jersey Tony Awards. The pro-
gram is sponsored by the Friends of
the Cranford Public Library. Admis-
sion is free and all are welcome. For
information about the Cranford Pub-
lic Library, the Friends of the Cranford
Public Library, and other upcoming
events, visit the Cranford Public Li-
brary page at cranfordlibrary.org.

Theater Project Solicits Short Plays
AREA – The Theater Project, an

award-winning, professional theater
in Maplewood is now soliciting short
plays for “Think Fast,” its fifth an-
nual short-play competition. The
contest is open to adult playwrights
in the New Jersey-New York area.

Plays can be either dramas or
comedies but must be no more than
15 minutes running time. The dead-
line for submitting plays is Friday,
November 17. Plays selected will
have three performances – on Fri-

day, February 16, at 8 p.m.; Satur-
day, February 17 at 8 p.m.; and
Sunday, February 18 at 2 p.m. At
each performance, the audience will
vote for its favorite play. The win-
ner will receive the “Audience
Choice” award after the Sunday per-
formance. In addition, a panel of
judges will bestow awards for Best
Actor, Best Actress, Best Director
and Best Play. The recipient of the
“Judges’ Choice” award for Best
Play, will receive a $500 prize. Per-

formances will take place The
Burgdorff Center for the Perform-
ing Arts, 10 Durand Road,
Maplewood.

Complete submission details are
available at:  www.thetheater
p r o j e c t . o r g / s h o r t - p l a y -
competition.html

The competition accepts elec-
tronic submissions only at
OneActFest@TheTheaterProject.org.
Include in the Subject line: “Sub-
mission + the Title of Your Play.”


