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“1 believe in the American theatre. | believein its power to inform about the human
condition, its power to heal, its power to hold the mirror, as ‘twere, up to nature, its
power to uncover the truths we wrestle from uncertain and sometimes unyielding
realities. All of art isasearch for ways of being, of living life more fully. We who are
capable of those noble pursuits should challenge the melancholy and barbaric, to bring
the light of angelic grace, peace, prosperity, and the unencumbered pursuit of happiness
to the ground on which we al stand.” —August Wilson, The Ground on Which | Stand
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NPR — A Look at the
Life of Playwright
August Wilson:
http://www.npr.org/temp
|ates/story/story.php?sto

ryld=4934055

NPR - August Wilson's
Lifeand Legacy:
http://www.npr.org/temp
|ates/story/story.php?sto

ryld=4933836

NPR - I ntersections:
August Wilson,
Writing to the Blues:
http://www.npr.org/temp
|ates/story/story.php?sto

ryld=1700922

August Wilson

Playwright and poet, music-lover and storyteller,
activist, humorist, chronicler of a century of Black
experience, August Wilson livesin his works, in the
memories of his family and friends, and in the
institutions that now bear his name: the August
Wilson Center for African American Culturein
Pittsburgh and The August Wilson Theater on
Broadway.

He was born on April 27, 1945, and grew up in a
cold-water flat in the city’s Hill District. His
mother, Daisy Wilson, came from an African
American family that had migrated from North
Carolina. His father, Frederick Kittel, was a baker
of German background. Wilson was named
Frederick August Kittel at birth, and as a child was
known as Freddy to his three sisters and two
brothers. But the father was often absent; the active
parent in the household was Daisy, and the culture at
home was African American. At age 20, the young
author confirmed his sense of identity by renaming
himself August Wilson.

When Wilson was four, his mother taught him to
read, and at age five he got hisfirst library card,
from the Hill District branch library. His devotion
to the library would prove to be decisive, for both
Wilson and the American theater, because he would
ultimately educate himself at the Oakland District’s
Carnegie Library, after dropping out of Gladstone
High School at age 15. At thelibrary, as he later
recalled, “I felt suddenly liberated from the
constraints of pre-arranged curriculum that |abored
through one book in eight months.” After Wilson
achieved international fame, the Carnegie Library of
Pittsburgh conferred on him a high-school diploma,
the only one it has ever awarded.

In 1965, Wilson began to associate with the poets
and painters at the Hill Arts Society and the Halfway
Art Gallery. Fired by the ambitions of the Black
Nationalist movement, he helped to form the Centre
Avenue Poets Theater Workshop,
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then joined with playwright Rob Penny to establish
the Black Horizons Theater in 1968.

In 1978, at the invitation of Claude Purdy, founder
of the Black theater group Penumbra, Wilson
relocated to St. Paul, Minnesota, where he wrote
historical playets for the Science Museum of
Minnesota, and did a workshop of his musical satire
Black Bart and the Sacred Hills. It wasalso in St.
Paul, in 1979, that he wrote Jitney, which was to be
the first of his epoch-making ten-play cycle on
African American life in the 20™ century.

In 1982, the O’ Neill Theater Center accepted Ma
Rainey’ s Black Bottom, a drama with music set in
Chicago in the 1920s. Wilson went to Connecticut
to workshop the play under the guidance of the

O’ Neill’s artistic director, LIoyd Richards, dean of
the Y ale School of Drama, head of the Yale
Repertory Theater. Richards went on to stage Ma
Rainey at the Yale Rep in 1984, then transferred the
production to Broadway the same year. Writing in
The New York Times, critic Frank Rich hailed
Wilson as an “extraordinary dramatist” who “sends
the entire history of black America crashing down
upon our heads,” in aplay that is harrowing but also
“funny, salty, carnal and lyrical.” At age 40, August
Wilson was launched on one of the great careersin
American theater history.

As Wilson would later explain, in an interview with
fellow playwright Susan-Lori Parks, he did not see
at this point where his work would lead. But after
the 1950s-era Fences (which reached Broadway in
1987), and Joe Turner’s Come and Gone (1988), set
in 1911, Wilson realized “I’d written three plays that
were all set in different decades. Why don't |
continue to do that? | never had to worry about
what my next play was going to be and come up
with an idea. | would just pick a decade and go...I
didn’t know what the hell | was doing, but |
remained confident that it would all turn out.”
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It more than turned out. With their decade-by-
decade exploration of the African American
experience over the course of a century, the ten
plays of August Wilson’s cycle—Gem of the Ocean,
Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, Ma Rainey’s Black
Bottom, The Piano Lesson, Seven Guitars, Fences,
Two Trains Running, Jitney, King Hedley |1, and
Radio Golf—constitute one of the major
achievements of modern American literature. The
plays brought him two Pulitzer Prizes, one Tony
award, three American Theatre Critics awards, seven
New York Drama Critics Circle Awards, one Olivier
Award, a Rockefeller Fellowship, a Guggenheim
Fellowship, a National Humanities Medal, the 2003
Heinz Award in Humanities and Arts, the Whiting
Writers Award, two dozen honorary doctorates, and
membership in the American Academy of the Arts
and Sciences and the American Academy of Arts
and Letters.

August Wilson passed away on October 2, 2005 at
the age of 60. He is survived by his two daughters
Sakina Ansari and Azula Carmen Wilson, and his
wife, costume designer Constanza Romero.

This biography was prepared by the August Wilson
Center for African American Culture.
WWW.augustwilsoncenter.org




Reflections on
August Wilson

\
Jémes Earl Jones

“A last Round with
August Wilson”
by Oscar Hijuelos,
New York Times:
http://www.nytimes.com
/2005/10/09/0pinion/09h
ijuel os.html ?2ex=128651
0400& en=6e0bde70f13
4c6ab& ei=50908& parthe
r=rssuserland& emc=rss

“Obituary: August
Wilson, Pittsburgh
playwright who
chronicled black
experience’
by Christopher
Rawson, Pittsburgh
Post-Gazette:
http://www.post-
gazette.com/pg/05276/5
81786.stm

“OneFinal ‘Gem’”
by Sam Hurwitt, San
Francisco Chronicle:
http://sfgate.com/cqi-

bin/article.cqi =/c/al20

06/02/12/PKGT5H10I9

1.DTL&type=performan
ce

His Poetic Plays About African-American
Life Offer Plainspoken Truths That
Transcend Race

By James Earl Jones

(TIME) -- It®hard for an actor to go wrong if he®true to
the words August Wilson has written. When | played
Troy Maxson in Fences on Broadway in 1987, the
speeches simply guided themselves, they@e so well
constructed. August was a poet before he became a
playwright, and poetry is still part of the language his
characters speak. Y ou don®aways hear peopletalk like
that in real life, but you wish you could.

Like Eugene O®leill, Tennessee Williams and Arthur
Miller, August didn®just write a great play, he has
written volumes of good, better and best plays. Fences
was the second in his series about blacks in each decade
of the 20th century. But August®plays transcend race.
When Carole Shorenstein Hays, who produced Fences,
saw the play for the first time she said she was watching
a"universal play, and when push comes to shove,
familiesare alike."

Those family confrontations -- when the mighty forces
that August gathers on the stage clash, either with words
or with action -- are the scenes that are hard to shake.
Just look at Troy. The way he bashes his soul against
other soulsisilluminating. | always felt he was one of
those characters | wish | had really known. August says
that when he writes he leaves some blood on the page.

Y ou can®get that stuff out of yourself without hurt. 1t®
not therapy; it®more like revelation. He often talks
about the pain of writing by quoting Bynum, one of his
charactersin Joe Turner@ Come and Gone, who says, "l
don®do it lightly. It costs me a piece of myself every
time | do." And in doing so, August has earned his place
onthislist.

James Ear| Jones won one of histwo Tonys for his
performance in Fences.



August Wilson’s
Decade Plays

The Decade Plays

1900s: Gem of the Ocean

(written in 2003, set in 1904)

Citizen Barlow arrives at Aunt Ester’s house seeking
her help and a safe place from Caesar, the local
constable. Aunt Ester, now 285 years old, takes him
on ajourney of self-discovery to the City of Bones a
mythical city in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.
Here he makes startling discoveries, and his sense of
duty leads to his redemption.

1910s: Joe Turner’s Come and Gone

(written in 1986, set in 1911)

Herald Loomis is searching for the wife he lost years
ago after he joined a chain gang. His search brings
him to Seth and Bertha' s boarding house, where
“conjure man” Bynum shows him that heis

really searching for himself.

1920s: Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom

(written in 1981, set in 1927)

Set in arun down recording studio, Ma Rainey, the
legendary blues singer, is late for arecording
session with her sidemen, her white manager and the
white owner of the recording company. More goes
down in the session than music in this riveting
portrayal of rage, racism, and the self-hate that
racism and exploitation breeds.

1930s: The Piano Lesson

(written in 1987, set in the 1930s)

In order to come up with money to buy land Boy
Willie tries to sell the family piano. Challenged by
his sister, Boy Willie is forced to look at the
importance of the past and his own family history.

1940s: Seven Guitars

(written in 1994, set in the late 1940s)

Friends gather in the backyard of a Pittsburgh
tenement to mourn for blues guitarist Floyd Barton,
who died just as his career was on the verge of
taking off. The action that follows is a flashback to
the busy week leading up to Floyd’s sudden and
unnatural death.



1950s: Fences

(written in 1985, set in 1957) Garbage collector
Troy Maxon has difficulties with his son pursuing
his dream of afootball career after Troy’s own
athletic hopes were erased by racism.

Maxon sees the world as composed mostly of fences
which enclose him. His bitterness does not allow
him to see that not all fencesin life are societal and
that he is fencing in his family.

1960s. Two Trains Running

(written in 1992, set in 1969)

Set in a Pittsburgh restaurant, characters discuss
modes of action African-Americans should take
towards civil injustices in the late 1960s. Sterling
has just been released from prison and insists on
righting an injustice committed years earlier: aman
not rewarded with what was promised him after
completing a job.

1970s:. Jitney

(written in 1979, rewritten in 1996, set in 1971)

Set at ajitney stand in the Hill District, unlicensed
taxi driver Becker is reunited with his son Booster,
after Booster’s release from jail. Their time together
is cut short when Becker is killed; yet Booster
continues to learn from him about pride and himself.

1980s. King Hedley 11

(written in 1999, set in 1985)

Recently out of jail, King struggles to make a living
selling stolen refrigerators with his friend, Mister.
To get the money to open their own video business,
they decide to burglarize ajewelry store. King's
mother, Ruby, is reintroduced from Seven Guitars
and is now living with him and his wife, Tonya.
They worry about King'sillegal activities, and
Tonya fears bringing a child into the world when
King may end up in jail again or dead.



1990s: Radio Golf

(written in 2005, set in 1997)

The Hill District isin decline, and federal money
may be available for redevel opment—but Aunt
Ester’s house in Wylie will have to be torn down.
Harmond faces a moral struggle as he pursues
financial success but risks losing his heritage and
ethnic identity.

This material was adapted from study guides
originally produced by The Goodman Theatre and
the McCarter Theater. It is for classroom use only

and is under copyright.

www.goodmantheatre.org

wWwWw.mccarter.org
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From Wikipedia, the free
encyclopedia:

" Columbia, Gem of the
Ocean" isan United
States patriotic song
which was popular in
the 19th and early 20th
century. It was used on
occasion as an unofficial
national anthem in
competition with "Halil,
Columbia’ and "The
Star-Spangled Banner"
until the latter®@formal
adoption as the nationd
anthem of the United
Statesin 1931. The song
was first published in
1843, creditedto T.
Becket & D. Shaw.
"Columbia' was
commonly understood
as a poetic name for the
United States of
Americaat thetime.

Synopsis of Gem of the Ocean

Citizen Barlow, a young African-American, arrivesin
Pittsburgh in 1904, part of the wave of freed slaves and
their children migrating from South to North following
the Civil War. While working at the local mill, Citizen
steals a can of nails. Another man is accused and chooses
suicide rather than face arrest and alife in which he
would be unjustly identified as athief. Citizen hopesto
unburden himself of the guilt he feels for the accused
man’ s death and seeks out Aunt Ester, whose healing
powers are legendary. At 285 years of age, Aunt Ester
livesin ahouse with Eli, her friend and protector, and
Black Mary, a young woman who takes in laundry to
earn aliving and to whom Aunt Ester hopes to pass on
her powers. Eli isintent on building a strong wall around
the house so that they will be protected, physically and
metaphorically, from the tyranny of Black Mary’s
brother, Caesar, the local law enforcement official. To
the people of the Hill District, Caesar represents a black
man gone white, someone ready to oppress and exploit
his people for personal gain.

Although the tin millsin Pittsburgh are booming,
pay islow, and rent is high. Solly, Aunt Ester’s good
friend and sometime suitor, sees clearly the
enormous economic and social barriers that face the
newly arrived African-American workers. We learn
from Solly that when the unjustly accused man
chose death rather than arrest for stealing the nails,
he became a martyr in the eyes of the workers; they
have not gone to work for three days and are now
rioting. Meanwhile, Citizen confesses to Aunt Ester
that it was he who stole the bucket of nails and that
he had been unable to confess to save the accused
man’s life. He asks if she can wash his soul and start
him on the road to redemption. Aunt Ester consents
and instructs Citizen to collect some items he will
need for his journey to the City of Bones, a city built
underwater in the Atlantic Ocean with bones of the
slaves who lost their lives on the treacherous voyage
to America. Shortly afterward, Eli reports that
someone has set fire to the mill.



“Columbia, Gem of the
Ocean"

O Columbial the gem of
the ocean,

The home of the brave
and the free,

The shrine of each
patriot®@devation,

A world offers homage
to thee;

Thy mandates make
heroes assemble,

When Liberty®@form
standsin view;

Thy banners make
tyranny tremble,

When borne by the red,
white, and blue

Music for Columbia,
Gem of the Ocean:
http://www.quitarnut.c
om/folktablature/thelO
1bestsongs/columbia.h
tml

Later, Solly, Eli and Black Mary help Aunt Ester
guide Citizen to the City of Bones. Citizenis
plunged into the hold of the historic ship, Gem of the
Ocean, and experiences the slaves' dreadful journey
across the Atlantic. Citizen learns that after losing
most of the water overboard mid-journey, the
Captain took the remaining water and left the slaves
and crew to die. Finally, Citizen nears the City gate,
where he recognizes the gatekeeper: it is the man
who was accused of stealing the nails. Citizen
acknowledges his guilt to the man, and is welcomed
into the City of Bones. Citizen returns from his
journey, and Aunt Ester, Black Mary, Eli and Solly
greet him with a song of celebration. When Caesar
interrupts and accuses Solly of starting the mill fire,
Solly smacks Caesar with his walking stick and
flees.

Aunt Ester sends Citizen to find the peddler
Rutherford Selig, to help smuggle Solly away.
Citizen offers to go with them, and Selig, Citizen
and Solly slip away as Caesar arrives to arrest Aunt
Ester for aiding and abetting a fugitive. However,
the judge releases her, and she returns home. Citizen
returns with news that Caesar has shot Solly. Citizen
and Selig bring Solly in, and Aunt Ester and Black
Mary sing a hymn over Solly. Just then, Caesar
comes back, this time to arrest Citizen for his
participation in Solly’s failed escape. Before he can
discover anything, however, Black Mary renounces
him for his lack of compassion for others. Without
speaking, Caesar leaves. Citizen takes Solly’s
walking stick and coat and leaves to continue Solly’s
work, bringing his people to freedom.

This material was adapted from study guides
originally produced by The Goodman Theatre and
the McCarter Theater. It is for classroom use only

and is under copyright.
www.goodmantheatre.org

www.mccarter.org




August Wilson on
Aunt Ester

“She represents the
entire body of wisdom
and tradition of the
African-American—
going back all the way
to 1619, our first
presence herein
America. So that
memory and that
experience, that tradition
and wisdom are kept
alivein the person of
Aunt Ester. Sheredly
hovers over the whole
cycle whether she's
mentioned by the other
charactersor not. She
has emerged for me as
singular, she's the most
important character: all
the cycle' s characters
are her children.”

Etymology of
Character Names

After abolition, most
slaves who had
previously borne their
masters’ surnames,
chose new names for
themselves and for
their children. They
often took these names
from the Bible, from
their own family
history, or from
famous people they
admired. Some names,
such as “Liberty,” (or
Citizen) were chosen
to celebrate their new
freedom.

Character Description

AUNT ESTER

is both the physical and the mystical link between
present and past. Her home is a sanctuary where
troubled people come to be cleansed of guilt and
sorrow. Aunt Ester’s birth, 285 years before the play
takes place (1904), coincided with the arrival of the
first shipment of African slavesin the English
colonies. Sheis both the keeper and the transmitter
of African-American memory.

BLACK MARY

livesin Aunt Ester’s house, earning her living by
taking in wash, cleaning people’s clothes much the
way Aunt Ester cleanses their souls. Sheis Aunt
Ester’s chosen successor, although she doesn’t
always relish the role.

CITIZEN BARLOW

is ayoung African-American recently arrived in
Pittsburgh from Alabama, seeking understanding and
redemption from Aunt Ester for hisrole in the death
of another man.

ELI

owns a rambling house in the Hill District of
Pittsburgh, which he shares with Aunt Ester and
Black Mary. He accompanied Aunt Ester north many
years before, and now serves as her friend and
protector.

SELIG

is awhite traveling merchant who keeps track of and
reports on people’s whereabouts and activities along
his route.

SOLLY isAunt Ester’s sometime suitor. Heis an
ex-slave and Underground Railroad worker who
shares Aunt Ester’s sense of history and the need to
keep its memory alive.



DAVID, SOLOMON:
David and Solomon
were the second and
third kings of Isradl.
David killed the
Philistine giant Goliath
and wrote many Psalms.
Solomon was famous
for his great wisdom.

ESTER:In the Old
Testament, Esther was
a Jewish woman who
became Queen of
Persia and saved her
people from genocide.
This Hebrew name s
from a Persian word
meaning “star.”

ELI: Inthe Old
Testament, Eli was a
Jewish priest and the
teacher of Samuel,
who became a great
prophet.

CAESAR: Julius
Caesar was a great
general and became
dictator of Rome. He
was assassinated in the
Senate, and his
adopted son, Augustus
Caesar, later became
the first Emperor of
Rome. All Roman
emperors were then
called “Caesar.”

CAESAR

is Black Mary’ s brother, a police officer who rules
his district with an iron hand, intent on using his
power to bring order to the confused masses who in
his estimation can’t think for themselves.

This material was adapted from study guides
originally produced by The Goodman Theatre and
the McCarter Theater. It is for classroom use only

and is under copyright.
www.goodmantheatre.org

www.mccarter.org




In-Depth Look at
Gem of the Ocean
and itsthemes

Afro-American
Almanac-folk tales:
http://www.toptags.com/
aama/tales/tales.htm

Education World
L esson Plan 10-
Charactersfrom
American Folklore:
http://www.education-
world.com/a_|esson/02/I

p279-04.shtml

Greater Cincinnati
Television Educational
Foundation — CET
Underground Railroad
Resour ces:
http://www.saf epassage
ohio.org/resources/quide

.asp

Kennedy Arts Center
Reliving History
Through Slave
Narratives:
http://artsedge.kennedy-
center.org/content/2358/

Kennedy Center - The
Messagein the Song
(Looking at the
Drinking Gourd):
http://artsedge.kennedyc
enter.org/content/2282

Pre-show Questions
1.Brainstorm alist of ideas and emotions that are
associated with the word “freedom.” How would
you define freedom? What affects a person’s
freedom? How can it be taken away? Are there
people in our society who are not free? What is
more important than freedom? Can anyone else
have control over someone’s freedom? Choose an
idea from the list created and use it to create a poem
inspired by that thought. Share with your
classmates. Discuss common themes that arise, as
well as differing opinions.
2.Research the life of African-Americansin the first
decade of the 20th century. What was life like in the
years after emancipation? Were things different in
the northern states than in the southern states? How
easy was it to make aliving? What were the
communities that were established like? Were
people’ s freedoms impinged upon in any way?
What steps were taken to improve the quality of
life?
3.Research the other works in August Wilson'’s ten-
play cycle chronicling the African-American journey
through the 20th century. What play did he write for
each decade? What is each one about? Arethere
recurring themes or characters in any of the plays?
Where is each one set? Why do you think he chose
to take on a project such as this? Why do you think
his body of work is considered so important to the
American theater?
4.Cultural mythology plays alarge part in the world
of Gem of the Ocean. What stories can you think of
from your own childhood that played a part in your
beliefs growing up? Are there stories you were told
on aregular basis that you came to believe? What
are some famous American myths you can think of?
How do these influence your life?
5.Imagine you are going to be acting in this
production. What would you do to prepare yourself
to live in thisworld? What kinds of things could
you research? Where might you go for your
information? Pick a character from the play and
research what he or she might look like. Create the
costume, hair and makeup for your character.



National Endowment
for the Humanities:

L esson plan on Slave
Narratives:
http://edsitement.neh.go
viview |lesson plan.asp?
1d=364

National Endowment
for the Humanities,

L esson Plan on
Spirituals:
http://edsitement.neh.go
viview |lesson plan.asp?
id=318

National Geographic
Interactive
Underground
Railroad:
http://www.nationalgeog
raphic.com/railroad/inde
x.html

National Geographic
L esson Plan on the
Underground
Railroad:
http://www.nationalgeog
raphic.com/xpeditions/le
ssons/17/g68/railroad.ht
mi

National Geographic
Look at Modern Day
Slavery:
http://magma.nationalge
ographic.com/ngm/0309
[featurel/

Post — Show Reflection
1.What surprised you most when you saw Gem of
the Ocean? How did this production compare to
your expectations?
2.In a Huntington Theatre newsletter article about
their production of Gem of the Ocean, August
Wilson said of Aunt Ester that “obviously, no one
can live to be as old as Aunt Ester...As for the
decision to put her on stage, | knew from the
beginning that | didn’t want just this mystical
presence hanging over everything. | wanted her to
be very human. Then we find out that this position
of being Aunt Ester — this body of wisdom and
memory that is her — has been passed down from one
Aunt Ester to the other over a period of time.
Though technically, | think, sheis 285 years old in
Gem, the actual personis 72 or 73.” Who do you
think Aunt Ester really is? What does she
represent? What is the wisdom that is being passed
down? Where did it come from in the first place?
Why do you think August Wilson chose to represent
the character this way?
3.What is the City of Bones? Do you think it isa
real place, or does it exist only in the mind? Aunt
Ester says that it is necessary for Citizen to believe
the two pennies are special because “he need to
think that before he can come face to face with
himself.” What does it mean to come face to face
with yourself? Why is thisimportant? What really
happened to Citizen while he was there? Do you
think he was washed of his sin? Why or why not?
When a man is guilty of another man’s death, who
do you think can grant forgiveness? What does it
mean to be forgiven? Isit more important to forgive
yourself or to have others forgive you?
4.The characters in the play are al living in
freedom, but are they truly free? How do you define
freedom? Is it as much a state of mind as anything?
Consider the characters one by one, and discuss how
free you think each is. How does each person deal
with his or her freedom? How does each character’s
freedom change throughout the play?



National Underground
Railroad Freedom
Center Lesson Plans:
http://www.freedomce
nter.org/index.cfm?fus
eaction=home.viewPa
ge& page id=7283548
2-FE4B-4BD9-
929311F006EACE92

PBS African
American World:
http://www.pbs.org/wnet
laaworld/resources histo

ry.html

PBS - Freedom in the
United States:
http://www.pbs.org/wnet
/historyofus/index.html

5.Does your past define you? Do you feel that your
past is just as important as what you do now? How
much of what a person has been through determines
who heis at the moment? Do certain things weigh
more heavily than others? Does Citizen’s guilt over
Garret Brown’s death make him a bad person? Does
Solly’s work with the Underground Railroad earn
him dispensation from any wrongs he may perpetrate
now? Did it surprise you to learn that he burned
down the mill? Why do you think he did it? What
about Black Mary? How do all of her past
relationships with men affect the way she deals with
them now?

6. August Wilson’s main body of work consists of a
ten-play cycle that focuses on the life of African-
Americans in each decade of the 20th century. Gem
is set in the first decade. How is the time period
established through the language? Costumes?
Scenery? Would the play have worked if it had been
set in adifferent time period?

This material was adapted from study guides
originally produced by The Goodman Theatre and
the McCarter Theater. It is for classroom use only

and is under copyright.
www.goodmantheatre.org

www.mccarter.org




Romare Bearden

Bearden and Wilson
and their connection:
http://www.dartmouth.e
du/~awilson/Bearden/ch

aos.html

NPR —Audio“TheArt
of Romare Bearden
Collages Fuse Essence
of Old Harlem,
American South” by
Neda Ulaby:
http://www.npr.org/temp
|ates/story/story.php?sto

ryld=1428038

Romar e Bearden
Foundation:
http://www.beardenfoun

dation.org/

Wilson’s I nfluences

“In his plays Wilson writes about segregation and race
relations; the daily struggleto find and hold a decent
paying job; love, death and spirituality.

Wilson likes to say hiswork isinspired by the four Bs:
Writers Amiri Baraka and Jorge L uis Borges, painter
Romare Bearden, and the blues.”

To hear more go to NPR
http://www.npr.org/templ ates/story/story.php?storyld=17
00922

Mill Hand’s Lunch Bucket 1978

“Mill Hand was a painting of a boarding house scene
with four figures; an abject man with a coat and hat
sitting at a table, another man reaching for his lunch

bucket and a woman who was leaving the house. | began
to wonder, ‘Who was this defeated man sitting at the
table.”” — August Wilson (This reflection became the
play Joe Turner’s Come and Gone)

Piano Lesson 1983



Amiri Baraka

Modern American
poets — overview of
Baraka:
http://www.english.uiuc.
edu/maps/poets/a f/bara
ka/baraka.htm

Barakareads selected
poems:
http://www.pbs.org/wnet
[/foolingwithwords/mainl
st_baraka.html

Balboa, the Entertainer
Amiri Baraka

It cannot come
except you make it
from materials
itisnot
caught from. (The philosophers
of need, of which
| am lately
one,
will tell you. A he People,®
(and not think themselves
liable
to the same
trembling flesh). | say now, AT he People,
as some lesson repeated, now,
the lights are off, to myself,
asalover, or at the cold wind.

Let my poems be a graph
of me. (And they keep
to the line where flesh
drops off. You will go
blank at the middle. A

dead man.

But

die soon, Love. If

what you have for

yourself, does not

stretch to your body®

end.

(Where, without

preface,
music trails, or your fingers
dip
from my arm



Jorge Luis Borges

NPR - Reflection on his
life:
http://www.npr.org/temp
|ates/story/story.php?sto

ryld=1057533

The Modern Word:
http://www.themodernw
ord.com/borges/index.ht

ml

In His Own Words

A book is more than a verbal structure or series of verbal
structures; it isthe dialogue it establishes with its reader
and the intonation it imposes upon his voice and the
changing and durable imagesit leavesin his memory. A
book is not an isolated being: it isarelationship, an axis
of innumerable relationships.

-- Essay: "A Note on (toward) Bernard Shaw"

Truly fine poetry must be read aloud. A good poem does
not allow itself to be read in alow voice or silently. If we
can read it silently, it isnot avalid poem: a poem
demands pronunciation. Poetry aways remembers that it
was an ora art before it was awritten art. It remembers
that it was first song.

-- Lecture entitled "The Divine Comedy," 1977

The fact isthat poetry is not the booksin thelibrary . . .
Poetry is the encounter of the reader with the book, the
discovery of the book.

-- Lecture entitled "Poetry," 1977



Blues

NPR - Bessie Smith:
'"The Essential Bessie
Smith'by A. B.
Spellman and Murray
Horwitz:
http://www.npr.org/temp
|ates/story/story.php?sto

ryld=4176998 Romar e Bearden, Train Whistle Blues: |, 1964

PBS—-TheBlues:
http://www.pbs.org/theb
lues/classroom/essays.ht

ml

“Freight Train Blues’

|@e got the freight train blues,
but 1@ too darn mean to cry
|@e got the freight train blues,
too darn mean to cry
|@ gonnalove that man
till the day he die
There®three trains ready
but none ain®goin@ny way
| said there®three trains ready
but none ain®goin@ny way
But the sun®@gonna shine
in my backdoor some day




The Pittsburgh
Connection

African Americansin
the Steel Mills:
http://www.braddockfil
ms.com/films/studyquid
e/african.shtml

Hill District:
http://www.carnegielibr
ary.org/exhibit/neighbor

hoods/hill/hill _n4.html

Pittsburgh History
Series— Overview of
Pittsburgh:
http://www.wged.org/er
c/pghist/unit WPAhist/

wpab.shtml

A Look At Pittsburgh’s Hill District
by Audra Mdllix

In The Piano Lesson, playwright August Wilson explores
black culture and life as experienced in the 1930s. The
play is set in Pittsburgh’s Hill District in 1936 during the
Great Depression and the mid-point of the Great
Migration of newly-freed slaves from the rural South to
northern cities. Between 1900 and 1960, millions of
southern black Americans came to create communitiesin
cities like Chicago, New Y ork, Cleveland, Detroit and
Pittsburgh in search of economic and social opportunity.

The Civil War had ended in 1865; still, more than half a
century later, its effects lingered. Reconstruction made
attempts to heal the war-torn South but economic
conditions were poor for most. Systemslike
sharecropping and farm tenancy, in which farmers rented
land and gave over a portion of their harvest, kept poor
people mired in dependency to land holders. Working
class whites devel oped deep resentment toward blacks
because of fierce competition for employment and
housing, brought on by emancipation and the influx of
European immigrantsto America. Thus, racial
inequality remained and intolerance increased. Black
Codes, laws designed to keep blacks in subordinate
positions, were enacted prohibiting their participation in
government systems and certain areas of employment.
Like other migrants, black southerners came to the cities
in search of industrial jobs. They learned of the
possibilities for prosperity in the North through friends,
relatives and nationally circulated black newspapers like
the Chicago Defender and the Pittsburgh Courier.
Blacks from South Carolina, North Carolinaand
Virginiamostly headed to New Y ork, Philadel phia and
Boston; those from Mississippi and Louisiana mostly
went to Chicago; Georgia and Alabama' s blacks mostly
populated Cleveland, Detroit and Pittsburgh. They came
to Pittsburgh in particular to work in the iron and steel
industries, which were being spurred by World War .



In 1916, 124 new industrial and manufacturing plants
were built in Allegheny County and in 1918, the United
States government gave Pittsburgh factories and plants
$215 million dollars in production contracts for war
supplies. It is said that 80 percent of all WWI munitions,
products like heavy cannons, armor, bullets, shells, and
cartridge cases, were produced in Pittsburgh millslike
those of the Carnegie Steel Corporation and the
Westinghouse Company.

While WWI increased the need for iron and steel,
corporate Americawas struggling with organized |abor
strikes. The war dramatically slowed the flow of
European immigrants who had previously been a steady
supply of workers for northern factories. This shortage of
new workers threatened to destroy new growth and sales.
There was much business to be done and factories
needed workers to replace striking employees and the
stunted supply of European immigrant labor. Black
American migrants, searching for anew life with good
jobs and good pay, created for the steel and iron
industries a steadfast and capable workforce. These
workers formed new communities as they popul ated
northern cities. Pittsburgh’s Hill District was one such
place.

From the 30s to the 60s, the later period of the Great
Migration, blacks came to Pittsburgh not only for better
jobs, but also for a better way of life. Pittsburgh’s Hill
District, and the intersection of Wylie and Fullerton
avenues in particular, became known far and wide as the
“Crossroads of the World” and anything one could ever
need or want could be found within the neighborhood’ s
boundaries. The Hill wasthefirst areaor “district” to
develop outside of the walls of Fort Pitt. In the mid-
1800s, it had been awell-to-do white neighborhood. But,
as migration from Europe began to bring poor Jews,
Italians, Syrians, Greeks, Africans, and Poles in the late
1800s and emancipation brought Southern blacks at the
turn of the century, wealthy residents moved from the
Hill District to the perimeters of the city.



The black population in the Hill District grew
enormously between 1930 and 1950 and the area became
one of the most influential and powerful black
neighborhoods in America. While the Great Depression
devastated Pittsburgh the Hill District continued to
thrive. In 1934 twenty-five percent of Pittsburgh’s
workers were unemployed, but alively club and cultural
scene fueled by jazz and a booming commercial district,
filled with shops that provided an array of goods and
services from furriers and beauty salons to groceries and
cab companies, thrived in the neighborhood. Famous
clubs like the Crawford Grill, the Hurricane Lounge, and
the Savoy Ballroom drew talents like Sara Vaughn, Art
Blakey, and Duke Ellington regularly. Jewelers, dry
cleaners, doctors and lawyers, photography studios,
restaurants, drug stores and everything in-between drew
clientele from all over the city.

The racism that fueled the exodus of the wealthy whites
from the neighborhood and isolated Pittsburgh’s black
popul ation paradoxically allowed the Hill District to
thrive. As segregation made blacks unwelcome in other
areas of the city, they patronized businesses close to
home in the Hill District. That sense of black community
permeated all areas of life. The Hill District spawned
churches, social clubs, Negro League baseball teams,
churches, and schools. The black community as awhole
was growing as well, gaining a national voice. During
1936, the year in which Wilson sets The Piano Lesson,
the Organization of the National Negro Congress was
formed and the community rallied around Jesse Owens
as he won gold medalsin the Berlin Olympic Games.
Blacks joined the ranks of organized labor following the
Wagner Act’s guarantee of collective bargaining rights.
The circulation of the Defender and the Courier reached
over 315,000. Thisisthe community, born out of
seclusion and exclusion, whose voiceis given life
through The Piano Lesson.



Wilson at the
Public Theater

August Wilson
Productions at the
Pittsburgh Public:

Fences — 1989
Joe s Turner’'s Come
and
Gone —-1989
Ma Rainey’s Black
Bottom— 1992
Jitney — 1996
Seven Guitars - 1997
Fences — 1998-99
King Hedley 11 -1999-
The Piano Lesson - 2003
Gem of the Ocean -
2006

Reviews
Fences

Fences came home to a standing ovation at the
Pittsburgh Public Theater Tuesday evening...
Comparisons are said to be odious, but the Pittsburgh
Public Theater’s production... isfar more effective than
the New Y ork version with Billy Dee Williams...
Authentic delivery replaces artificial, precise stage
diction and low-key acting avoid grandstand staginess...
The cast is uniformly strong... Because August Wilson's
first experience with aprofessional theater was a
production he saw at the Pittsburgh Public Theater in
1976, it isfitting that Fences gets its Pittsburgh premiere
here.

--Susan Harris Smith, The Pittsburgh Press, June 1, 1989

I’m glad Fencesis back for us to discover how it has
grown. But I’'m even gladder it is now available to anew
audience for the first enthralling time.

--Christopher Rawson, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, April
17, 1999

Joe Turner’'s Come and Gone

Last night Joe Turner opened [PPT’s] 15th seasonin a
performance that is stirring and touched with magic...
Roscoe Lee Browne is memorable as Bynum, quietly
presiding over everything like asmiling Merlin, filled
with the patient wisdom of the ages while still acutely
aware of everything going on around him. Heislikea
fatherly ringmaster, benignly quirky and impish.
--George Anderson, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, September
17,1989

Ma Rainey

Ma Rainey took her own sweet time coming to town —
but the rich dramatic result has sure been worth the wait.

--Christopher Rawson, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, October
8, 1992



Ma Rainey another hit for PPT!

Each actor within the ensemble is strong, creating —in
turn — a strong company. [ Sandra] Reaves-Phillips brings
the earthy Ma Rainey to life— from her growl when she
sings to the way she struts on stage.

--Stephen Berwind, Pittsburgh Tribune-Review,
September 29, 1992

Two Trains Running

Wilson’s Trains Run on Right Track.

What’ s right with Wilson’swork is the language. He's
captured the daily speech of those he once knew when he
lived on the Hill, putting those patterns to work on issues
of interest to real peoplein areal place. Some of the
discussion shows not that what goes around comes
around, but that things once true stay true. It'salong
play, but its humor and strong characterizations help you
not to mind. Bottom line: Buy your ticket, stand on the
platform, wait for the train to pull into your station. It'sa
ride worth taking.

--David Salinger, Daily News, May 1993

Jitney

August Wilson’'s 1982 Jitney, which normally doesn’t
rate so much as a mention in his standard biographies,
has plenty of muscle on its bonesin an excellent
production by the Pittsburgh Public Theater (four stars
out of four)... If only future productions are as good as
this... Performances are uniformly high, particularly
Leland Gantt as the ex-convict who can express grief
over hisfather’s death only with volcanic violence. The
production is appropriately atmospheric, beginning with
Ruth Brown'’s unflinchingly mournful recording of
Stormy Weather. That saysit all.

-- David Patrick Stearns, USA Today, July 15, 1996

Seven Guitars

August Wilson’s sixth prize-winning Broadway play has
come home to Pittsburgh in a crackling, explosive
staging that strips painfully bare the tragedy at its
heart... Thisis Wilson in your face, but with hislavish



poetry undiminished... What an experience thisisfor
Pittsburghers. Wilson drops us down in a strange,
faraway place that turns out to be just around the
corner—and not only because we live in the same town.
Wilson'strue world is that of complex humanity, aworld
he continues to help us explore.

--Christopher Rawson, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, June 14,
1997

Hedley

King Hedley 11, the inaugural production of the new
O'Rellly Theater, ajewel in the renovation program of
the Pittsburgh Cultural Trust, feels neither bleak nor
depressing. And though its characters sense their futures
shrinking around them, they themselves never, ever seem
small... It is hard to imagine a cast better equipped than
thisone to do justice to [Wilson's] language. Thereis
pulsing energy in every sentence spoken, and the arialike
monologues are all handled with the assurance of opera
stars.

--Ben Brantley, The New York Times, January 12, 2000



Etiquette at the
Theater

Thingsto Remember when attending the
Theater

When we visit the theater we are attending alive
performance — with actors that are working right in front
of us. Thisisan exciting experience for you and the
actor. However, in order to have the best performance
for both the audience and actors there are some do’s and
don’tsto follow. And remember that we follow these
rules because the better an audience you can be the better
the actors can be.

1. Don't dlow anything that creates noise to go off
during the performance — cell phones, beepers, watches
etc.

2. Don't take pictures during the performance.

3. Don't eat or drink in the theater.

4. Don't place things on the stage or walk on the stage.
5. Don't leave your seat during the performance unless it
isan emergency. If you do need to leavefor an
emergency leave as quietly as possible — and know that

you might not be able to get back in until intermission
once you have |ft.

6. Do clap — let the actors know you are enjoying
yourself.

7. Do enjoy the show and have fun watching the actors.

8. Do tell other people about your experience and be sure
to ask questions and discuss what you experienced.



Additional M aterial

Jones,Chris. “Homeward Bound” American Theatre
Nov. 1999: 14-17.

Parks, Suzan-Lori. “The Light in August- an interview”.
American Theatre. Nov. 2005: 22-25.

Snodgrass, Mary Ellen. August Wilson: A Literary
Companion. Jefferson, North Carolina:
McFarland & Company, Inc., 2004.

Wilson, August. “ Aunt Ester’s children: A Century on
Stage.” American Theatre. Nov. 2005: 27-30.

Wilson, August. The Ground on Which | Stand.
Lexington Ave., New York, NY: Theatre
communications Group, Inc. 2001.




