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Fences By August Wilson

Fences by August Wilson: An In-Depth Exploration
Fences by August Wilson is a monumental work in American theatre that captures the complexities of
African American life in the 1950s. Through its compelling narrative, rich character development, and
profound themes, the play offers a window into the struggles, aspirations, and realities of Black Americans
during a pivotal era. As part of Wilson’s ten-play series, "The Pittsburgh Cycle," Fences stands out as a
quintessential piece that combines personal tragedy with social commentary, making it both timeless and
urgently relevant.

Background and Context of Fences

August Wilson and The Pittsburgh Cycle
- August Wilson (1945–2005) was a renowned playwright celebrated for his portrayal of African American
experiences. - The Pittsburgh Cycle, also known as the Century Cycle, comprises ten plays set in different
decades of the 20th century, each exploring African American life. - Fences is the sixth play in this series, set
in the 1950s, a period marked by significant social change and racial tensions.

Historical and Social Context
- The 1950s in America was a time of segregation, limited economic opportunities for Black Americans, and the
burgeoning Civil Rights Movement. - Post-World War II economic shifts created both opportunities and
challenges for African Americans. - Wilson’s play reflects these societal dynamics through its characters’
personal struggles and aspirations.

Plot Summary

Main Narrative Arc
- The story centers around Troy Maxson, a former baseball player who now works as a garbage collector in
Pittsburgh. - Troy’s relationships with his family—particularly with his son Cory and wife Rose—drive much of
the play’s emotional core. - The narrative explores Troy’s past, his dreams deferred, and his confrontations
with societal limitations.

Key Events
1. Troy’s reflections on his baseball career and missed opportunities. 2. His conflicts with Cory over his desire
to pursue football. 3. The revelation of Troy’s affair and subsequent consequences. 4. The family’s struggles to
reconcile with Troy’s actions and choices. 5. The climactic confrontation and the play’s poignant ending.

Major Themes in Fences



Racial Barriers and Discrimination
- Troy’s bitterness stems partly from the racial barriers that prevented him from playing professional baseball.
- The play examines how systemic racism limits opportunities and shapes individual identities.

Fences: The Symbolic and Literal
- The title itself refers to both physical fences and metaphorical barriers. - Physical fences symbolize
boundaries and protection, while metaphorical fences represent emotional walls and societal divisions.

Generational Conflict and Fatherhood
- The play explores the tension between Troy and his son Cory, highlighting differing views on race,
opportunity, and personal ambition. - Troy’s own fatherless upbringing influences his parenting style and
worldview.

Dreams and Limitations
- Wilson emphasizes how dreams are deferred or shattered due to societal constraints. - Troy’s own unfulfilled
ambitions serve as a cautionary tale about the cost of these limitations.

Responsibility and Guilt
- The characters grapple with their responsibilities toward family and society. - Troy’s actions, including his
infidelity, reflect internal conflicts and guilt.

Character Analysis

Troy Maxson
- A complex protagonist embodying resilience, bitterness, and vulnerability. - His past as a talented athlete
who faced racial discrimination fuels his worldview. - His struggles with his identity and authority shape his
relationships.

Rose Maxson
- Troy’s wife, representing stability, patience, and moral strength. - She embodies the nurturing role and seeks
to keep her family together despite hardships.

Cory Maxson
- Troy’s son, who dreams of a football career and independence. - His desire to break free from his father’s
restrictions highlights generational tensions.

Gabriel Maxson
- Troy’s brother, a Veterans Administration patient with a mental disability. - Gabriel symbolizes hope and
spiritual connection amidst adversity.
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Literary Devices and Style

Use of Dialogue
- Wilson’s dialogue is authentic, capturing African American vernacular and speech patterns. - The
conversational style reveals character personalities and social contexts.

Symbolism
- Fences as a recurring symbol of protection, separation, and barriers. - The baseball references serve as
metaphors for lost opportunities.

Character Monologues and Flashbacks
- Wilson employs monologues to deepen character development. - Flashbacks provide insight into Troy’s past
and motivations.

Impact and Reception

Critical Acclaim
- Fences received widespread praise for its powerful storytelling and nuanced characters. - It won the Pulitzer
Prize for Drama in 1987 and the Tony Award for Best Play in 2010 (revival).

Cultural Significance
- The play is lauded for its authentic portrayal of Black life and its commentary on racial injustice. - It has been
adapted into a film (2016), directed by Denzel Washington, further cementing its cultural relevance.

Educational and Theatre Influence
- Fences is frequently studied in literature and theatre courses for its themes and stylistic elements. - It has
inspired countless productions worldwide, encouraging dialogue about race, family, and societal barriers.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Fences
Fences by August Wilson remains a landmark in American theatre due to its profound exploration of individual
and collective struggles within a racially divided society. Its rich characters, poignant themes, and masterful
storytelling provide insights into the human condition, making it relevant across generations. The play
challenges audiences to confront their own fences—whether physical, emotional, or societal—and consider the
cost of barriers that divide us. As Wilson’s powerful narrative continues to resonate, Fences secures its place
as a vital work that not only depicts a specific time and place but also speaks to universal truths about hope,
limitation, and resilience.

Fences by August Wilson: A Powerful Exploration of Race, Family, and Identity August Wilson’s Fences is
widely recognized as one of the most compelling plays in American theatre, offering an unflinching look into
the African American experience in the 1950s. As part of Wilson’s ten-play cycle The Pittsburgh Cycle, Fences
stands out for its richly drawn characters, poetic language, and profound themes. This article aims to provide
an in-depth review of Fences, examining its narrative structure, thematic depth, character development, and
its enduring significance in American literature and drama.



Overview of Fences Plot Summary and Context Set in
the 1950s, Fences centers around Troy Maxson, a
former baseball player who now works as a garbage
collector in Pittsburgh. The play explores Troy’s
struggles with racial discrimination, personal
ambitions, family dynamics, and the societal limitations
placed on African Americans during that era. Through
Troy’s interactions with his wife Rose, son Cory, and
other characters, Wilson paints a vivid portrait of a man
caught between the desire for dignity and the realities
of systemic oppression. The play unfolds over the course
of several scenes, capturing moments of tension,
confession, and reflection. Troy’s complex
personality—a mix of charm and bitterness—serves as
the fulcrum for the narrative, revealing the internal
conflicts that shape his decisions and relationships.
Critical Reception Since its debut in 1985, Fences has
garnered critical acclaim, earning the Pulitzer Prize for
Drama in 1987 and a Tony Award for Best Play in 1987.
It has been praised for its authentic portrayal of African
American life, lyrical dialogue, and nuanced characters.
The play’s universal themes of family, dreams deferred,
and personal responsibility resonate across generations
and cultures.

Thematic Depth of Fences A. Race and Discrimination
Wilson’s Fences offers a candid exploration of racial
barriers in mid-20th-century America. Troy’s
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experiences as a Black man facing segregation, limited
job opportunities, and societal prejudice shape much of
his worldview. His bitterness toward opportunities
denied to him—particularly in professional
baseball—highlights the frustrations of a generation of
Black Americans who felt the promise of equality was
still out of reach. Key themes include: - The impact of
systemic racism on personal aspirations - The tension
between individual ambition and societal limitations -
The generational shift in attitudes toward race and
opportunity B. Family and Responsibility At its core,
Fences is a family drama. Troy’s relationships with his
wife Rose and son Cory are central to the narrative. The
play examines the conflicts between personal freedom
and familial duty, as Troy’s decisions often clash with
his desires for his family’s well-being. Important
aspects: - The role of fatherhood and paternal
expectations - Sacrifice, betrayal, and forgiveness within
the family - The generational divide—Troy’s traditional
views vs. Cory’s aspirations C. Dreams and
Disillusionment Wilson’s title itself refers to the
metaphorical fences—barriers—people erect around
themselves or others. Troy’s own dreams of a baseball
career have been thwarted, leading to feelings of
bitterness that influence his interactions with his
family. Themes include: - The tension between dreams
deferred and acceptance - The cycle of hope and



disappointment - The importance of confronting and
understanding personal limitations D. Personal Identity
and Morality The play probes questions of morality,
responsibility, and personal identity. Troy’s
actions—such as his infidelity and controlling
behavior—are depicted with complexity, prompting
reflection on human flaws and the societal pressures
that shape moral choices.

Character Analysis and Development

A. Troy Maxson Troy is the play’s protagonist—a deeply
complex character embodying both strength and
vulnerability. His background as a former baseball
player who was barred from Major League Baseball due
to racial segregation fuels much of his cynicism. Troy’s
pride and sense of dignity often conflict with his
shortcomings as a husband and father. Characteristics:
- Charismatic yet authoritarian - Proud, stubborn, and
sometimes manipulative - Haunted by past
disappointments - Struggles with notions of masculinity
and legacy B. Rose Maxson Rose is Troy’s wife—a
nurturing, resilient woman who seeks stability and love
for her family. Her unwavering support and moral
grounding serve as a counterbalance to Troy’s flaws.
Characteristics: - Compassionate and maternal - Strong-
willed and principled - Represents hope and moral
integrity C. Cory Maxson Cory is Troy’s son,
representing the younger generation’s aspirations and
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desire for independence. His relationship with Troy is
fraught with tension, especially when Troy forbids him
from pursuing football scholarships due to his own
bitterness. Characteristics: - Ambitious and eager -
Rebellious against paternal authority - Seeks to forge
his own path D. Other Supporting Characters - Gabriel:
Troy’s brother, whose head injury has left him mentally
challenged but spiritually significant. - Lyons: Troy’s
son from a previous relationship, who struggles with
poverty and dependence. - Jim Bono: Troy’s loyal friend,
who provides perspective and support.

Stylistic Elements and Literary Devices

Poetic Language and Dialogue Wilson’s mastery of
language shines through in Fences. The dialogue is
lyrical, rhythmic, and infused with African American
vernacular, capturing the authentic voice of the
characters. The play balances realism with poetic
expression, often using metaphors and biblical allusions
to deepen thematic resonance. Symbolism - Fences: The
titular fences symbolize emotional barriers, societal
divisions, and personal defenses. Characters build
fences—both literal and metaphorical—to protect
themselves or isolate others. - Baseball: Troy’s past as a
baseball player symbolizes lost opportunities and racial
barriers. - The Fence in Troy’s Yard: The physical fence
Troy builds around his yard mirrors the emotional and
generational fences he maintains within his family.



Structural Elements Wilson employs a straightforward,
chronological structure, allowing emotional buildup and
character arcs to unfold naturally. The play’s scenes are
tightly woven, emphasizing dialogue-driven storytelling
that invites audience reflection.

Enduring Significance and Cultural Impact

Representation and Social Commentary Fences is
celebrated for its authentic portrayal of Black life,
capturing the nuances of racial discrimination, family
loyalty, and personal resilience. It challenges audiences
to confront uncomfortable truths about societal
injustice and human imperfection. Educational and
Artistic Influence The play has become a staple in
academic settings, often used to discuss race, literature,
and American history. Its powerful themes and
compelling characters continue to inspire
adaptations—most notably, a 2016 film directed by and
starring Denzel Washington. Relevance Today While set
in the 1950s, Fences remains profoundly relevant,
echoing contemporary debates about race, opportunity,
and family dynamics. Its exploration of barriers—both
societal and personal—resonates with audiences
navigating today’s social landscape.

Conclusion: A Masterpiece of American Theatre

August Wilson’s Fences is more than just a play—it is a
mirror reflecting the struggles, hopes, and
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contradictions of Black America in the mid-20th
century. Its richly developed characters, poetic
language, and universal themes ensure its place as a
cornerstone of American literature and theatre. For
those seeking a profound, emotionally charged
theatrical experience, Fences offers an unflinching
exploration of human flaws and resilience, making it an
essential work for anyone interested in understanding
the complexities of identity, race, and family. Its
enduring relevance and powerful storytelling cements
its status as a true masterpiece—an artistic fence
guarding the gates of cultural understanding and
empathy.

Questions & Answers About fences by august wilson

No Question Answer

1 What is the main theme of August
Wilson's play Fences?

The main themes of Fences include racial discrimination, family
dynamics, personal responsibility, and the struggle for identity
and dignity within African American communities.

2 How does the character Troy
Maxson's past influence his
relationships in Fences?

Troy's past experiences with racism and missed opportunities in
baseball shape his attitudes toward work and his family, often
causing conflict and tension with his son and wife throughout
the play.

3 What role does the fence itself
symbolize in August Wilson's
Fences?

The fence symbolizes both physical and emotional
barriers—protecting loved ones and keeping others out, as well
as representing Troy's attempt to control his family and his own
emotional vulnerabilities.

4 Why is Fences considered a
significant work in African American
theatre?

Fences is considered a landmark because it vividly explores
Black life in America, highlights issues of racial inequality, and
showcases Wilson's poetic language and deep character
development, earning critical acclaim and Pulitzer Prize
recognition.

5 How does Troy's relationship with
his son Cory evolve in Fences?

Initially strained due to Troy's discouragement of Cory's athletic
pursuits, their relationship evolves as Cory seeks independence,
leading to conflicts but also moments of understanding and
reconciliation.



6 Has Fences been adapted into other
media, and if so, how was it
received?

Yes, Fences was adapted into a film in 2016, directed by and
starring Denzel Washington. The film received critical acclaim,
earning several award nominations, including an Academy
Award for Best Actor for Denzel Washington.

August Wilson, Fences play, American drama, African American literature, Pittsburgh setting, 1980s, Tony
Award, race relations, family dynamics, Wilson's plays
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