
august wilson's fences

august wilson's fences is a critically acclaimed play that stands as a cornerstone of American theater and a
vital part of August Wilson’s celebrated Pittsburgh Cycle. This comprehensive article will explore the
historical context, major themes, and rich characters of august wilson's fences, offering insight into its
enduring relevance and cultural impact. Readers will discover how the play examines the African
American experience in the 1950s, addresses crucial topics such as race, family, dreams, and barriers, and
showcases Wilson’s masterful storytelling and dialogue. The article also highlights the legacy of august
wilson's fences in theater and film, analyzes notable adaptations, and discusses its significance in educational
and social discourse. Whether you are a student, educator, theater lover, or simply interested in American
literature, this guide will provide a thorough understanding of august wilson's fences and its place in the
cultural landscape.
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Historical Background and Context
August Wilson wrote Fences in 1985 as part of his ten-play Pittsburgh Cycle, which chronicles African
American life across different decades of the 20th century. Fences is set in the 1950s, a period marked by
racial segregation, shifting social norms, and the burgeoning civil rights movement. Wilson's work draws
upon his own experiences growing up in Pittsburgh and reflects the struggles and aspirations of African
Americans during this era. The play was first produced at the Yale Repertory Theatre before moving to
Broadway in 1987, where it won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama and the Tony Award for Best Play. Its
historical setting provides a lens through which audiences can examine the lingering effects of racism,



generational conflict, and the pursuit of dignity in the face of adversity.

Plot Overview and Structure
august wilson's fences centers on the life of Troy Maxson, a former Negro League baseball player who now
works as a garbage collector in Pittsburgh. The play unfolds over several years, capturing Troy's complex
relationships with his wife Rose, his son Cory, and other family members and friends. The story is
structured in two acts, each comprising several scenes that build tension and reveal character motivations.
The plot explores Troy's internal and external battles, including his resentment over missed opportunities,
his attempts to protect his family, and his struggle to reconcile personal dreams with societal limitations.

Main Events in the Play

Troy's conflicts with his son Cory over football and future prospects

Revelations about Troy's affair and the impact on his marriage to Rose

Troy's strained relationship with his brother Gabriel, a war veteran

The construction of the symbolic fence around the Maxson family home

The play’s poignant conclusion after Troy's death

Major Themes in august wilson's fences
Fences is renowned for its exploration of universal and culturally specific themes that resonate with
audiences across generations. August Wilson uses the play to address the complexities of race, family,
dreams, and the concept of barriers—both literal and metaphorical. These themes are woven throughout
the narrative and serve to deepen the audience’s understanding of the characters’ motivations and
struggles.

Race and Social Barriers
The play highlights the impact of systemic racism on Troy Maxson’s life and aspirations. Troy’s inability to
play Major League Baseball due to the color barrier is a source of deep resentment and shapes his
worldview. The play also examines the limited opportunities available to African Americans in mid-



century America and the ways in which these limitations affect family dynamics and personal identity.

Family and Generational Conflict
Family relationships, particularly between parents and children, are central to august wilson's fences.
Troy’s contentious relationship with Cory reflects generational differences and the tension between
protection and control. Rose provides emotional stability, yet she is also forced to confront her own dreams
and sacrifices. The play explores how family members navigate love, responsibility, and disappointment.

Dreams and Disillusionment
Dreams are a recurring motif in Fences, representing hope and the possibility of change. Troy’s past as a
talented athlete is contrasted with his current reality, fueling his bitterness and affecting his decisions.
Cory’s desire to play college football is met with resistance, highlighting the challenges of pursuing dreams
in the face of parental skepticism and societal barriers.

Fences as a Symbol
The physical fence that Troy builds is a powerful metaphor for emotional boundaries, protection, and
exclusion. For Rose, the fence represents a desire to keep her family together. For Troy, it is both a task
and a symbol of the barriers he has faced in life. Wilson’s use of the fence allows for multiple interpretations
and adds depth to the play’s central conflicts.

Key Characters and Their Development
The characters in august wilson's fences are richly drawn and undergo significant development throughout
the play. Each character embodies distinct struggles and perspectives, contributing to the play’s complexity
and emotional resonance.

Troy Maxson
Troy is the protagonist whose past disappointments and personal flaws drive much of the play’s drama. His
experiences with racial discrimination, his role as a father and husband, and his moral decisions shape the
narrative. Troy’s character is both sympathetic and flawed, making him one of the most memorable figures
in American theater.



Rose Maxson
Rose is Troy’s devoted wife who provides strength and stability to the family. Her journey involves
confronting betrayal, asserting her own needs, and redefining her role within the household. Rose’s
resilience and compassion make her a pivotal character in the play.

Cory Maxson
Cory is Troy and Rose’s teenage son whose athletic talent represents hope for a new generation. His
struggle for independence and recognition forms a crucial subplot, reflecting broader themes of
generational change and the pursuit of opportunity.

Supporting Characters

Gabriel Maxson: Troy’s brother, whose mental health issues and symbolic presence add layers to the
story.

Jim Bono: Troy’s friend and coworker, providing perspective and camaraderie.

Lyons Maxson: Troy’s son from a previous relationship, pursuing a career in music.

Symbolism and Literary Devices
august wilson's fences utilizes rich symbolism and literary techniques to enhance its storytelling. The fence
itself is the most prominent symbol, representing both separation and connection. Wilson’s use of dialogue,
setting, and recurring motifs deepens the emotional impact and illuminates the characters’ inner lives.

Symbolic Elements in the Play

The Fence: Symbolizes barriers, protection, and family unity.1.

Baseball: Represents Troy’s lost dreams and the struggle for fairness.2.

Gabriel’s Trumpet: Suggests redemption and spiritual themes.3.



Dialogue and Language
Wilson’s dialogue is noted for its authenticity, rhythm, and poetic resonance. The language captures the
nuances of African American vernacular while conveying universal emotions and truths. The interplay
between humor and tension in the dialogue adds realism and depth.

Legacy and Impact on American Theater
august wilson's fences has had a transformative impact on American theater, earning critical acclaim and
enduring popularity. The play has inspired countless productions, academic studies, and cultural discussions.
Its recognition through awards such as the Pulitzer Prize and Tony Award underscores its artistic
significance. Fences paved the way for greater representation of African American stories on stage and
continues to influence playwrights and audiences.

Contributions to the Pittsburgh Cycle
Fences is one of ten plays in August Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle, each focusing on a different decade and
aspect of African American life. This cycle stands as a monumental achievement in American drama, with
Fences often regarded as its most accessible and widely performed work.

Film Adaptation and Critical Reception
The 2016 film adaptation of august wilson's fences, directed by Denzel Washington and starring
Washington and Viola Davis, brought the play to a wider audience. The film was praised for its faithful
rendering of Wilson’s script and powerful performances. Viola Davis won an Academy Award for Best
Supporting Actress, and the film received multiple nominations. The adaptation reaffirmed the play’s
relevance and introduced new generations to Wilson’s work.

Critical Response
Both the stage and film versions of Fences have received widespread acclaim for their emotional depth,
cultural significance, and artistic excellence. Critics have highlighted the play’s ability to speak to universal
themes while grounding its narrative in specific historical realities.

Educational Significance
august wilson's fences is a staple in educational curricula across high schools and universities. The play



offers rich opportunities for analysis of literary techniques, historical context, and social issues. Educators use
Fences to foster discussions on race, identity, family, and the American Dream. Its accessibility and thematic
depth make it a valuable resource for teaching literature, drama, and history.

Why Fences Is Widely Studied

Addresses important social and cultural issues

Features complex, relatable characters

Employs powerful symbolism and literary craft

Provides a window into African American history and experience

Questions and Answers about august wilson's fences

Q: What is the central theme of august wilson's fences?
A: The central theme of Fences is the examination of barriers—both literal and metaphorical—and how
they affect relationships, aspirations, and identity within the African American experience.

Q: Who are the main characters in august wilson's fences?
A: The main characters include Troy Maxson, Rose Maxson, Cory Maxson, Gabriel Maxson, Jim Bono, and
Lyons Maxson.

Q: Why is the fence important in august wilson's fences?
A: The fence serves as a powerful symbol of division, protection, and emotional boundaries, reflecting the
characters’ struggles and desires throughout the play.

Q: How did august wilson's fences influence American theater?
A: Fences helped pave the way for greater representation of African American stories and voices in
theater, earning prestigious awards and inspiring generations of playwrights.



Q: What awards has august wilson's fences won?
A: Fences won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama and the Tony Award for Best Play, among other honors.

Q: How does the film adaptation of august wilson's fences compare to the
play?
A: The 2016 film adaptation remains faithful to Wilson’s original script and is acclaimed for its powerful
performances and emotional depth.

Q: What is the significance of baseball in august wilson's fences?
A: Baseball represents Troy Maxson’s lost dreams and serves as a metaphor for fairness, opportunity, and the
impact of racial barriers.

Q: Why is august wilson's fences studied in schools?
A: Fences is studied for its literary merit, cultural relevance, and ability to spark discussions on important
social issues such as race, family, and the American Dream.

Q: What historical period does august wilson's fences depict?
A: The play is set in the 1950s, a time of racial segregation and social change in America.
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