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Synopsis 
 

August Wilsonôs Fences begins in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, in the year 1957. It is the story of 

Troy Maxson, a charismatic man struggling with the racial injustices that have restricted his 

life and the life of his family. Troy was once a baseball player, but could not play professionally 

because of his color. His anger is heightened by the fact that Jackie Robinson, a player he 

considers to be average, broke the color barrier long after Troy was no longer eligible to play. 

 

Troyôs wife, Rose, is as accepting and calm as Troy is angry. During the course of the play, we 

discover that Troy is having an affair with a local woman, Alberta, and that he has made her 

pregnant. Rose, although she is angry and deeply hurt, still raises the child as her own when 

Alberta dies in childbirth. 

 

Troy also has two sons: Lyons, the son of a previous marriage, and Cory, who is being 

recruited to play college football. Troy often quarrels with his sons; he resents that Lyons 

comes to visit only when he wants to borrow money, and he does not want Cory to waste 

time on school athletics only to be hurt by discrimination the way he was hurt. And although 

he would never admit it, Troy may be jealous of Coryôs opportunity, an opportunity Troy 

never had. 

 

Troy is also ridden with guilt about his brother, Gabriel, who was wounded in the war. Because 

of the financial compensation Gabrielôs family received, Troy was able to buy his house, to 

have his family. Troy is haunted by the fact that, were it not for his brotherôs lossða loss 

incurred while fighting for a nation that still gives his race few rightsðTroy would not enjoy the 

few comforts he has. 

 

This is a play about anger; anger against a society that allows a man to die for his country but 

does not allow him to play baseball. It is a play about limitationsðfencesðthat black 

Americans are not allowed to cross. It is a play about family, groups of people who try to 

nurture each other and create an equality, if only within the confines of a fence that surrounds 

the yard. It is a play about escapeðlaughing with a friend on the porch after work, telling 

stories of even harder timesðescape which Troy ultimately seeks in the house of another 

woman. But the struggle he tries to escape is always there, and the only solace is within the 

fence that surrounds his own house. 

 

ñThat is the story of Fences, which we build to keep things and people out or in.ò 

ðLloyd Richards, original director of the play

 

ñWhen the sins of our fathers visit us, we do not have to play host. We can banish them with 

forgiveness as God, in his Largeness and Laws.ò 

ðAugust Wilson  
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Legacies 
 

by Janet Allen, 

Executive  

Artistic Director 

 

Producing Fences 

for a second time at 

the IRT provides a 

variety of leverage 

points for reflection. 

Our first production 

of the play in 1996 

came at a time when 

playwright August 

Wilsonôs star was on 

the rise. He had not 

yet completed his 

monumental ten-play 

series documenting 

the African American 

experience in each 

decade of the 20th 

century. He was 

winning awards, 

changing 

perspectives, and 

introducing a new 

language and energy 

to the American 

theatre. Twenty 

years later, his untimely death in 2005 at age 60, which robbed our culture of a master poet 

and sage, seems far too long ago. Mercifully, his plays are easily proving the test of time and 

becoming classics, perhaps none so thoroughly and memorably as Fences. 

 

Another way in which time has surely passed in our approach to this play is in its casting. In 

our 1996 production, Indianapolis native and beloved actor David Alan Anderson played the 

older son Lyons. In our current production, David is playing Troy, father and towering center 

point of the play. The 1996 Troy will be remembered by many of you: he was played by John 

Henry Redwood, whose career at the IRT was most notable for creating the role of Alonzo 

Fields in our first production of Looking over the Presidentôs Shoulder in 2001. John Henryôs 

David Alan Anderson and John Henry Redwood  

in the IRTôs 1996 production of Fences. 
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own untimely death at age 60 stopped short an amazing career. It also left an empty hole in 

several productions of Looking over the Presidentôs Shoulder scheduled around the countryð

holes that David Alan Anderson filled ably, and beautifully, including the IRTôs own second 

production of the play in 2008. There are some real legacy moments at work here. 

 

And hereôs another: this production is blessed to be directed by Lou Bellamy, whose own 

relationship with August Wilson, his entire oeuvre, and with David Alan Anderson for that 

matter, gives us great opportunity for gratitude. As Lou details in his own program note (see 

page 6), his long relationship as an actor, director, and producer of Wilsonôs work makes him 

the leading interpreter of Wilsonôs plays and characters. He literally knows these plays inside 

out, having worked on them now for more than 35 years. Louôs legacy with Fences, and all of 

Wilsonôs work, means that he brings with him a wealth of deep and nuanced understanding 

and tremendous love for these characters and this story.  

 

This production is the product of that 

deep understanding, and to the loyalty of 

actors and designers to Louôs vision. The 

majority of the actors in this production 

and the entire design team created a 

production of Fences at the Denver 

Center Theatre Company in 2014. That 

production was so lauded that several of 

us decided it needed another life: so this 

current production is being shared by 

Arizona Theatre Company, Indiana 

Repertory Theatre, and Milwaukee 

Repertory Theatre, and therefore seen 

by audiences across the country. My 

thanks to Lou for his early support of 

August Wilson, for his ability to inspire 

intense loyalty and fierce performances 

from artists, and for entrepreneurial skills 

that allow us to hold this play in our 

hands and share it with thousands of 

people, many of whom may be 

experiencing this masterpiece for the first 

time. May its legacy live on. 

 

 

David Alan Anderson  

in the IRTôs 2012 production of  

August Wilsonôs Radio Golf. 
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Mr. Wilson and Me 

 

by Lou Bellamy, director 

 

My relationship with the Wilson oeuvre is largely due to my friendship with the playwright as 

well as my role as founding artistic director of Penumbra Theatre Company in Saint Paul, 

Minnesota. As artistic director, I produced Mr. Wilsonôs first professional productionðBlack 

Bart and the Sacred Hills in 1982. Penumbra Theatre continues to hold the record for having 

produced more of his work than any theatre in the world. Mr. Wilson was a member of 

Penumbra Theatre Company and wrote Malcolm X, a one-man show, expressly for me to 

perform. Iôve had the honor of bringing several of his characters to life on the stage, including 

Troy Maxson, Wilsonôs flawed hero in Fences.  

 

My professional aesthetic, my relationship with and interpretation of history, and the manner in 

which I present African American comportment and culture on stage is shaped by his work. I 

find the spaces Wilson has engineered in this work capable of being filled by authentic African 

American cultural rhythms and nuance. Yet, Fences remains perhaps August Wilsonôs most 

accessible play. Maybe itôs the structure, which weaves Wilsonôs tale around a single, Lear-like 

figure who has at once engendered deep understanding, revulsion, and identification from 

audiences all over the world.  

 

The ensemble you will meet in this production (which includes IRT stalwart David Alan 

Anderson) is easily the strongest Iôve had the pleasure of leading. The quality and attention to 

detail of the designers is, in my estimation, without equal. Please enjoy the fruits of our labor, 

and experience the ñthunderò that is Fences. 

 

 

David Alan Anderson  

and Kim Staunton  

in Fences, 2016. 

 

 

 

ñItôs Augustôs languageðthe 

rhythm of hurt, the rhythm of 

pain, the rhythm of ecstasy, 

the rhythm of familyðwhich 

sets him apart and is why we 

call him the heavyweight 

champion.ò 

ðLou Bellamy, Director 



    INDIANA REPERTORY THEATRE    7 

 

From the 

Playwright 

 

by August Wilson 

 

Near the turn of the century, the 

destitute of Europe sprang on 

the city with tenacious claws and 

an honest and solid dream. The 

city devoured them. They 

swelled its belly until it burst into 

a thousand furnaces and sewing 

machines, a thousand butcher 

shops and bakerôs ovens, a 

thousand churches and hospitals 

and funeral parlors and money 

lenders. The city grew. It 

nourished itself and offered each 

man a partnership limited only 

by his talent, his guile, and his 

willingness and capacity for hard 

work. For the immigrants of 

Europe, a dream dared and won 

true. 

 

The descendants of African slaves were offered no such welcome or participation. They came 

from places called the Carolinas and the Virginias, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and 

Tennessee. They came strong, eager, searching. The city rejected them and they fled, settled 

along the riverbanks and under bridges in shallow, ramshackle houses made of sticks and tar-

paper. They collected rags and wood. They sold the use of their muscles and their bodies. 

They cleaned houses and washed clothes, they shined shoes, and in quiet desperation and 

vengeful pride, they stole, and lived in pursuit of their own dream: that they could breathe 

free, finally, and stand to meet life with the force and dignity and whatever eloquence the 

heart could call upon. 

 

By 1957, the hard-won victories of the European immigrants had solidified the industrial 

might of America. War had been confronted and won with new energies that used loyalty and 

patriotism as its fuel. Life was rich, full, and flourishing. The Milwaukee Braves won the World 

Series, and the hot winds of change that would make the sixties a turbulent, racing, 

dangerous, and provocative decade had not yet begun to blow full.  

David Alan Anderson, Kim Staunton,  

and Edgar Sanchez in Fences, 2016. 
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Returning to the Hill District 

 

Vicki Smith  Scenic Designer 

Fences takes place in the Hill District of Pittsburgh, where August Wilson grew up. There is a 

wonderful photographer named Charles ñTeenieò Harris who documented that neighborhood 

extensively from the 1930s to the 1960s, so there is a wealth of period source material to look 

at. The neighborhood is mostly brick row houses, two stories, tall and narrow, with streets 

made of pavers, and small yards of hard-packed dirt with little vegetation. The houses were 

mostly built in the mid-to-late 19th century and, in Harrisôs photographs from the 1950s, they 

show their age. Troy Maxsonôs house is on an alley, narrower than a street. I wanted his house 

to be architecturally correct for Pittsburgh, but I particularly wanted to close it in with 

surrounding buildings, leaving only a narrow slot of sky visible: Troy is a man who doesnôt have 

a lot of room to move in his life. 

 

 

 

Scenic drawing by designer Vicki Smith. 
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Mathew J. LeFebvre  Costume Designer 

Thereôs a level of authenticity that was essential to 

the design. We drew great inspiration from the 

photographs of Charles ñTeenieò Harris, who took 

photos of daily life in the Hill District of Pittsburgh. 

These photos are rich with vital information 

regarding character, attitudes, texture, and living 

conditions specific to the area and the period where 

the play is set. I tried to use as much vintage 

clothing as possible, again striving for authenticity; 

although itôs possible to recreate clothing for 

different periods, itôs hard to beat the real thing. 

Many of the fabrics used in the 1950s are much 

different than what we can find today, not just color 

and pattern, but also weight and drape. Youôll see a 

combination of vintage and reproduction clothing; 

this mixture was especially important with Rose. In 

order to show her trajectory through use of color, 

we couldnôt rely solely on existing garments; but we 

were fortunate to find reproduction fabrics which 

really had the right feel for this production. 

 

Renderings for Gabriel and Rose and by costume designer Mathew J. LeFebvre. 

 

Don Darnutzer  Lighting Designer 

The job as the lighting designer is to support the 

vision of the director and to compliment the designs 

created by the scenic, costume, and sound 

designers. My design for Fences is a realistic 

treatment of time of day, the passage of time, and 

season. The lighting follows the emotional arc of the 

play by my use of color, intensity, and direction of 

the lighting. The play takes place in the Hill District 

of Pittsburgh in 1957. One of my design elements 

for this play is the quality of light as it filters through 

the polluted skies caused by the many steel mills in 

Pittsburgh at that time. I hope to recreate the 

subdued and hazy color in the skies which is 

created by the scattering of light off particulates and 

pollution.  
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August Wilson, 

Playwright 
 

August Wilson was born Frederick 

August Kittel in 1945 in the Hill 

District of Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania, which would later 

be the setting for most of his 

plays. His father was a white 

German immigrant; his mother 

was black. Wilson later stated that 

the ñnurturing, the learningò of his 

life were ñall black ideas about the 

world that I learned from my 

mother. My motherôs a very strong 

woman. My female characters 

come in large part from my 

mother.ò 

 

In the late 1950s, Augustôs family 

moved to Hazelwood, a 

predominantly white suburb of 

Pittsburgh. Wilson attended 

Gladstone High School until 1961, when he dropped out at age fifteen. Unlike many dropouts, 

Wilson did not leave school because he couldnôt read. ñI was bored,ò he later said. ñI was 

confused, I was disappointed in myself, and I didnôt do any work until my history teacher 

assigned us to write a paper on a historical personage.ò Wilson chose Napoleon because he 

had always been fascinated with the ñself-made emperor.ò It was a twenty-page paper, and 

Wilsonôs sister typed it up on a rented typewriter.  

 

Since Wilson had previously done no work in class, his instructor found it hard to believe that it 

was his own work. He wrote both an A+ and then an F on the paper. If Wilson couldnôt prove 

that the paper was his own, he would receive the failing grade. ñUnless you call everybody in 

here and have all the people prove they wrote them, even the ones that went and copied out of 

the encyclopedia word for word, I donôt feel I should have to prove anything,ò replied Wilson. 

He took the failing grade, tore up the paper, threw it in his teacherôs wastebasket, and walked 

out of school.  

 

ñThe next morning, I got up and played basketball right underneath the principalôs window. As I 

look back on it, I see I wanted him to come and say, óWhy arenôt you in school?ô so I could tell 
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someone. And he never came out.ò Rather than tell his mother he had dropped out, Wilson 

spent every school day at the public library, reading some 300 books over the next four years. 

His reading eventually led him to pursue a career as a writer. 

 

Wilson spent years ñhanging out on street corners, following old men around, working odd 

jobs.ò Then he discovered a place called Patôs Cigar Store in Pittsburgh. ñIt was the same 

place that Claude McKay mentioned in his book Home to Harlem. When I found out about that, 

I said, óThis is part of history,ô and I ran down there to where all the old men in the community 

would congregate.ò 

 

Wilson channeled his early literary efforts into poetry, saving his nickels for a $20 used 

typewriter when he was 19. Around that same time, he bought a recording of blues singer 

Bessie Smith, and hearing this music for the first time changed his life. Later he wrote that 

hearing Smithôs voice led to an ñawakening.ò He began to see himself as a messenger, a link 

in the chain of African American culture, and he assumed the responsibility of passing stories 

and ideas from the past to the future. The idea of the blues as a vessel for the African 

American experience is one that appears frequently in Wilsonôs work, along with a given 

character searching for his songðhis own personal legacy and his path in life. 

 

In 1968, Wilson co-founded Pittsburghôs Black Horizon Theatre Company. He began writing 

one-act plays during the height of the Black Power Movement as a way ñto politicize the 

community and raise 

consciousness.ò He always 

maintained that the ñone 

thing that has best served 

me as a playwright is my 

background in poetry.ò His 

move to Minnesota in the 

early 1970s served as a 

catalyst, permitting both the 

colloquial voices of his youth 

and his burgeoning skills as 

a dramatist to flourish at a 

remove from their 

geographical source.  

 

 

(opposite)  

August Wilson  

in the Hill District. 

 

(right )  

Portrait by James Gayles. 
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Wilson did not think of himself as a playwright, however, until he received his first writing grant 

in the late 1970s. ñI walked in,ò he remembered of his first encounter at the Playwrightôs 

Center, ñand there were sixteen playwrights. It was the first time I had dinner with other 

playwrights. It was the first time I began to think of myself as one.ò 

 

It was this grant that allowed Wilson to rework a one-act about a blues recording session into 

what became the full-length Ma Raineyôs Black Bottom. The play caught the attention of Lloyd 

Richards, artistic director of the Eugene OôNeill Theatre Center and dean of the Yale School of 

Drama. Richards directed Ma Rainey and many of Wilsonôs subsequent dramas. When Ma 

Rainey ran on Broadway for ten months in 1984, it was the first profitable Broadway play by a 

black writer since Lorraine Hansberryôs A Raisin in the Sun in 1959. Wilsonôs successful career 

opened doors for many other talented writers. 

 

Around this time, Wilson conceived of a truly grand-scale project: He would write ten plays, 

one for each decade of the twentieth century, each focusing on a particular issue that 

challenged the African American community at that time. Over the next 20 years, Wilson faced 

this challenge at the stand-up desk in his basement, where he wrote and rewrote each play in 

longhand on legal pads. Along the way he won two Pulitzer Prizes, for Fences and The Piano 

Lesson. Wilson finished his cycle with two plays focused on the beginning of the centuryð

Gem of the Oceanðand the end of the centuryðRadio Golf.  

 

Wilson died of liver cancer in 2005. Two weeks after his death, Broadwayôs Virginia Theatre in 

New York City was renamed the August Wilson Theatre, becoming the first Broadway theatre 

to be named for an African American. Today August Wilson is considered not only one of the 

greatest African American playwrights, but also one of the greatest American playwrights of 

our time. 
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August Wilsonôs Twentieth Century 

 

set in 1904 Å Gem of the Ocean (premiered 2003ðproduced by the IRT in 2007) 

A haunting play that conjures tales of slave ships and the black manôs world after slavery. 

 

1911 Å Joe Turnerôs Come and Gone (1986) 

The children of slavery grapple with a world that wonôt let them forget the ast. 

 

1927 Å Ma Raineyôs Black Bottom (1984) 

A volatile trumpet player rebels against racism in a Chicago recording studio. 

 

1936 Å The Piano Lesson (1987ðproduced by the IRT in 2008) 

A brother and sister battle over a family heirloom, a link to their past. Pulitzer Prize winner. 

 

1948 Å Seven Guitars (1995) 

The final days of a Pittsburgh blues guitarist, as remembered by his circle of friends. 

 

1957 Å Fences (1985) 

(produced by the IRT in 1996 & 2016) 

A father-son drama of dreams denied.  

Pulitzer Prize & Tony Award winner. 

 

1968 Å Two Trains Running (1990) 

The displaced and the dreamers congregate  

in a dilapidated restaurant scheduled for demolition. 

 

1977 Å Jitney (1979, 1996) 

(produced by the IRT in 2004) 

The owner of a jitney cab company squares off 

against his son, newly released from prison. 

 

1985 Å King Hedley II (1999) 

An ex-con attempts to get his life back on track 

despite the despair that surrounds him. 

 

1997 Å Radio Golf (2005) 

(produced by the IRT in 2012) 

A successful middle-class entrepreneur  

tries to reconcile the present with the past.         

 

           Photograph by Charles ñTeenieò Harris.  
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The  

Hill District 
 

The Hill District, where 

August Wilson was born 

and where most of his 

plays, including Fences, 

are set, is a sprawling 650 

acres that looks across 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. It 

was the first district in the 

city to develop outside the 

walls of the original Fort 

Pitt. Originally farmland 

owned by William Pennôs 

grandson, the area became 

the first planned residential 

neighborhood in Pittsburgh 

in 1840, attracting wealthy 

professionals. In the 1870s, 

African Americans and  

European immigrants began to settle in the Hill 

District, attracted by job opportunities in the steel 

industry. By the 1930s, the residents of the Hill 

District were mostly African American, Jewish, 

and Italian American. From the 1930s to the 

1950s, the Hill District was one of the most 

energetic and powerful African American 

neighborhoods in the nation, flourishing as a 

center for business, art, and music, overflowing 

with clubs, businesses, and churches, and 

bustling with crowds both day and night. At the 

same time, the districtôs infrastructure was 

crumbling. In the 1950s and 1960s, homes were 

razed but not replaced. More recent housing, 

retail, and restoration developments bring hope to 

this historic area, but today the Hill District still 

struggles.  

 

Photographs by Charles ñTeenieò Harris. 


