
fences august wilson
fences august wilson is a seminal work in American theater, written by the acclaimed playwright
August Wilson. This powerful drama explores themes of race, family, and the African American
experience in the 1950s. As part of Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle, "Fences" delves deeply into the
struggles of Troy Maxson, a former baseball player turned garbage collector, and his complex
relationships with his family. The play has garnered critical acclaim for its rich dialogue, compelling
characters, and profound social commentary. This article provides a comprehensive analysis of fences
august wilson, covering its background, themes, characters, and its lasting impact on literature and
theater. Readers will gain insight into why this work remains a cornerstone of African American drama
and American cultural history.
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Background and Historical Context
Fences august wilson is set in the 1950s, a pivotal era in American history marked by racial
segregation and the burgeoning civil rights movement. August Wilson wrote this play as part of his
ten-play series known as the Pittsburgh Cycle, which chronicles the African American experience
throughout the 20th century. Each play in the cycle is set in a different decade, with fences
representing the 1950s. Wilson’s work draws heavily on the socio-economic realities of the time,
illustrating the systemic barriers faced by black Americans.

August Wilson’s Inspiration
August Wilson was inspired by his own upbringing in Pittsburgh's Hill District, a predominantly African
American neighborhood. His personal experiences and observations of racial discrimination, family
dynamics, and the limitations imposed on black individuals during the mid-20th century are woven
throughout fences. Wilson’s use of vernacular language and authentic dialogue brings a powerful
sense of realism to the play.



Historical Setting of the 1950s
The 1950s backdrop is critical to understanding the social tensions in fences august wilson. The era
was characterized by segregation laws, economic disparity, and limited opportunities for African
Americans. Troy Maxson, the protagonist, embodies the frustrations of a generation denied access to
their dreams due to racial prejudice, especially in sports and employment.

Plot Overview and Structure
The storyline of fences august wilson centers on Troy Maxson, an African American man struggling
with his past and present, as he attempts to build a stable life for his family. The play is structured in
a traditional five-act format, unfolding over the course of several years. It balances personal drama
with broader social issues, making it both an intimate family story and a commentary on race
relations in America.

Summary of Key Events
The narrative begins with Troy and his friend Bono discussing their jobs as garbage collectors. Troy’s
relationship with his wife Rose and his son Cory becomes the emotional core of the play. Conflict
arises when Troy’s past as a failed baseball player and his personal flaws affect his family dynamics.
The story culminates in moments of revelation and reconciliation, highlighting themes of
responsibility, betrayal, and forgiveness.

Structural Elements
Fences utilizes a linear timeline with occasional flashbacks that reveal Troy’s history and motivations.
The setting remains largely within the Maxson household and its immediate surroundings, creating a
confined yet intense atmosphere. Dialogue drives the plot, with powerful monologues providing deep
insight into character psychology.

Themes and Symbolism in Fences
The play is rich with themes and symbols that enhance its narrative depth. Fences august wilson
explores issues such as racial discrimination, family loyalty, and the pursuit of the American Dream.
The symbolic use of the fence itself represents both physical and emotional barriers.

Major Themes

Racial Inequality: The play highlights the systemic racism that limits Troy’s opportunities and
shapes his worldview.

Family and Duty: The complex relationships between Troy, Rose, and Cory underscore the
responsibilities and conflicts within African American families.



Dreams and Disillusionment: Troy’s failed ambitions and his attempts to control his son’s
future reflect broader generational struggles.

Death and Legacy: The inevitability of death and the desire to leave a meaningful legacy are
recurrent motifs.

Symbolism of the Fence
The fence in fences august wilson serves multiple symbolic purposes. It represents protection and
confinement, illustrating how Troy seeks to safeguard his family while also isolating himself
emotionally. The act of building the fence is a metaphor for the barriers people erect in their lives,
both literally and figuratively.

Main Characters and Character Development
Characterization is a cornerstone of fences august wilson. Each character is carefully crafted to reveal
different facets of the African American experience and the play’s thematic concerns.

Troy Maxson
Troy is a complex protagonist whose flaws and strengths drive the narrative. A former Negro League
baseball player, his bitterness over lost opportunities shapes his interactions. His stubbornness and
pride create tension within his family, but he is also portrayed with empathy, highlighting his
humanity.

Rose Maxson
Rose is Troy’s devoted wife who represents stability and nurturing. Her character embodies sacrifice
and resilience, often acting as the emotional anchor of the family. Rose’s role emphasizes the
strength of African American women in supporting their families amidst adversity.

Cory Maxson
Cory is Troy and Rose’s son, whose aspirations to play college football are hindered by his father’s
controlling nature. His character symbolizes the younger generation’s struggle to break free from the
limitations imposed by their predecessors and society at large.

Bono and Gabriel
Bono is Troy’s loyal friend and coworker, offering a contrasting perspective on Troy’s decisions.
Gabriel, Troy’s brother, provides a poignant representation of the consequences of war and mental
illness, adding layers of depth to the play’s exploration of family and community.



Critical Reception and Awards
Since its debut, fences august wilson has received widespread critical acclaim for its powerful
storytelling and profound themes. The play premiered on Broadway in 1987 and quickly established
itself as a landmark work in American theater.

Notable Awards

Pulitzer Prize for Drama (1987)

Tony Award for Best Play (1987)

Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Play

Laurence Olivier Award (UK production)

Critical Analysis
Critics have praised Wilson’s masterful use of language and his ability to create authentic characters
who embody broader social issues. The nuanced portrayal of Troy Maxson has been particularly
lauded for its complexity and emotional depth. The play’s continued relevance is reflected in
numerous revivals and adaptations.

Legacy and Influence of Fences
Fences august wilson has left an indelible mark on theater and African American literature. It remains
a vital work for understanding mid-20th century black life and the ongoing struggle for equality.

Adaptations and Revivals
The play has been adapted into film and staged worldwide, with notable performances by actors such
as James Earl Jones and Denzel Washington. These adaptations have helped introduce fences to a
broader audience, cementing its status as a classic.

Impact on American Theater
Wilson’s fences has influenced generations of playwrights and directors by demonstrating the power
of culturally specific stories with universal themes. It opened doors for more diverse narratives on the
American stage and highlighted the importance of African American voices in literature.



Educational Importance
Fences is frequently studied in academic settings for its literary merit and social commentary. It
provides valuable insight into race relations, family dynamics, and the historical context of the 1950s,
making it an essential text in American theater curricula.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of August Wilson's play 'Fences'?
The main theme of 'Fences' is the struggle for personal and racial identity, focusing on family
dynamics, racial discrimination, and the pursuit of the American Dream during the 1950s.

Who is the protagonist in 'Fences' by August Wilson?
The protagonist of 'Fences' is Troy Maxson, a former baseball player who now works as a garbage
collector and struggles with his past failures and present family responsibilities.

How does August Wilson use the setting in 'Fences' to
enhance the story?
The play is set in the 1950s in Pittsburgh, a time of racial segregation and limited opportunities for
Black Americans, which highlights the social and economic challenges faced by the characters.

What role does the fence symbolize in August Wilson's
'Fences'?
The fence symbolizes both physical and emotional barriers, representing protection, confinement, and
the complexities of family relationships and personal boundaries.

How does Troy Maxson's past affect his relationships in
'Fences'?
Troy's past as a failed baseball player due to racial discrimination fuels his bitterness and fear,
impacting his relationships with his son Cory and his wife Rose, often leading to conflict and
misunderstanding.

What is the significance of the character Rose in 'Fences'?
Rose represents strength, resilience, and unconditional love; she supports Troy and their family
despite hardships, embodying the sacrifices and endurance of Black women in that era.

How does August Wilson address racial discrimination in



'Fences'?
Wilson addresses racial discrimination through Troy's experiences, illustrating how systemic racism
limits opportunities and shapes the aspirations and frustrations of Black Americans in the 1950s.

What awards has 'Fences' by August Wilson won?
'Fences' won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 1987 and the Tony Award for Best Play in 1987,
recognizing its powerful storytelling and impactful exploration of African American life.

How has 'Fences' been adapted for film and stage?
'Fences' has been widely produced on stage and was adapted into a critically acclaimed film in 2016,
directed by and starring Denzel Washington, which brought renewed attention to August Wilson's
work.

Additional Resources
1. Fences by August Wilson
This is the original play written by August Wilson, set in the 1950s Pittsburgh. It explores the life of
Troy Maxson, a former baseball player turned garbage collector, and his struggles with race, family,
and personal limitations. The play delves deeply into themes of racial discrimination, generational
conflicts, and the pursuit of the American Dream.

2. August Wilson's Pittsburgh Cycle: The Groundbreaking Series of Plays
This book provides an overview and critical analysis of Wilson's entire Pittsburgh Cycle, including
"Fences." It discusses the historical context of each play and how Wilson portrays African American
life across different decades. Readers gain insight into the cultural and social themes that permeate
his work.

3. Conversations with August Wilson
A collection of interviews with August Wilson, offering a window into his creative process and thoughts
behind "Fences" and other plays. Wilson discusses his inspirations, challenges, and the significance of
his work in American theater. This book is valuable for understanding the playwright’s perspective.

4. August Wilson: Completing the Twentieth-Century Cycle by Christopher Bigsby
This critical biography examines Wilson's career, focusing on how "Fences" fits within his larger body
of work. Bigsby explores the themes, characters, and historical settings of Wilson's plays, providing a
scholarly interpretation of their impact on American drama and culture.

5. Fences: A Play (SparkNotes Literature Guide)
This study guide offers a detailed summary and analysis of "Fences," including character breakdowns,
themes, and important quotes. It is designed for students and readers who want to deepen their
understanding of the play's complexities and literary significance.

6. August Wilson's Fences: A Critical Casebook
This collection of essays and critical studies examines "Fences" from multiple angles, including race
relations, family dynamics, and historical context. The book is an essential resource for scholars and
students looking to explore the play’s broader societal implications.



7. August Wilson and Black Aesthetics by Brenda Murphy
This book explores the artistic and cultural significance of Wilson’s plays, with a focus on "Fences."
Murphy discusses how Wilson uses language, symbolism, and African American traditions to create
powerful narratives that challenge mainstream perspectives.

8. Twentieth-Century African American Writers (includes analysis of August Wilson)
This comprehensive reference includes a section on August Wilson and his major works, including
"Fences." It situates Wilson within the broader landscape of African American literature, highlighting
his contributions to theater and cultural discourse.

9. Performing Wilson's Fences: Critical Perspectives
This volume focuses on various stage productions of "Fences," analyzing how different interpretations
bring new dimensions to the play. It covers directing choices, acting performances, and audience
reception, providing a rich understanding of the play’s life beyond the page.
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