fences by august wilson analysis

Introduction to Fences by August Wilson: A
Comprehensive Analysis

August Wilson's seminal play, "Fences," stands as a powerful testament to the African American
experience in mid-20th century America. This Pulitzer Prize-winning drama, set in 1950s Pittsburgh,
delves into the complex relationships within the Maxson family, particularly the patriarch, Troy, and
his struggles with race, identity, and the American Dream. Through vivid characters and poignant
dialogue, Wilson explores themes of responsibility, legacy, and the societal barriers faced by Black
men during this era. This article offers a deep dive into "Fences by August Wilson analysis,"
examining its historical context, character development, thematic richness, and enduring literary
significance. We will explore the symbolism embedded within the narrative, the play's structure, and
its profound impact on American theater. Understanding "Fences by August Wilson analysis"
provides crucial insights into the Black experience and the universal human quest for dignity and
self-determination.
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Exploring the Historical Context of Fences by August
Wilson

To fully grasp the power of "Fences by August Wilson analysis," it is crucial to understand the
historical milieu in which the play is set. The 1950s marked a pivotal period for African Americans, a
time of burgeoning civil rights activism that followed decades of systemic segregation and
discrimination. Wilson masterfully weaves these societal realities into the fabric of the Maxson
family's lives. Troy Maxson, the central figure, grapples with the limitations imposed by a racist
society, even as he witnesses the early stirrings of change. His experiences as a Negro League
baseball player, denied access to the major leagues due to his race, represent a tangible
manifestation of these historical injustices. The play implicitly critiques the broken promises of a
nation that preached equality while practicing pervasive prejudice. The lingering effects of slavery
and Jim Crow laws cast a long shadow, shaping the aspirations and frustrations of its characters.
This historical grounding is essential for any nuanced "Fences by August Wilson analysis," as it
illuminates the external forces that profoundly impact the internal lives of the characters.

Troy Maxson: The Complex Protagonist in Fences by
August Wilson

Troy Maxson is undeniably the gravitational center of "Fences by August Wilson analysis." He is a
man of immense pride, a former baseball player whose dreams were deferred by racial barriers.
Troy is a complex character, embodying both strength and deep-seated insecurity. His gruff exterior
often masks a profound pain, stemming from a difficult past, including his abusive father and his
time in prison. Troy's desire to provide for his family is unwavering, yet his methods are often
flawed, leading to significant conflict with his sons, Cory and Lyons. He is a man caught between the
old ways and the dawning of a new era, struggling to adapt to a changing world while holding onto
his dignity. His inability to reconcile his past with his present fuels many of the play's central
conflicts. A thorough "Fences by August Wilson analysis" must acknowledge Troy's multifaceted
nature - his aspirations, his limitations, and his undeniable humanity.

Troy's Baseball Dreams and Their Impact

Troy's past as a talented baseball player in the Negro Leagues is a recurring motif in "Fences by
August Wilson analysis." His exclusion from the major leagues due to racial segregation is a source
of ongoing bitterness and a powerful symbol of his unfulfilled potential. This unfulfilled dream
shapes his worldview and his interactions with his family. He uses his baseball metaphors to explain
life and his own experiences, reflecting his deep connection to the game that was denied to him. The
play suggests that the opportunities missed in baseball are mirrored by the limitations he perceives
in other areas of his life, particularly in his relationships with his sons.

Troy's Patriarchal Role and its Challenges

As the patriarch, Troy shoulders the immense responsibility of providing for his family. However, his



authority is often challenged, most notably by his son Cory. Troy's desire to protect his family is
genuine, but his methods are sometimes overbearing and controlling. He fears that his sons will
encounter the same racial injustices that plagued him, leading him to push them away from
opportunities he deems too risky. This protective instinct, while understandable, ultimately creates a
rift between him and his children, forming a core conflict within the play. This aspect is vital for any
comprehensive "Fences by August Wilson analysis."

Rose Maxson: The Unsung Strength of a Black Woman
in Fences

Rose Maxson is the emotional anchor of "Fences by August Wilson analysis." She is the patient,
nurturing wife of Troy, and the mother who tirelessly holds the family together. Rose embodies
resilience and quiet strength, offering a counterpoint to Troy's boisterous and often volatile
personality. Her unwavering support for Troy, even in the face of his infidelity and emotional
distance, is remarkable. However, Rose is not merely a passive figure; she possesses her own inner
fortitude and a deep capacity for love and sacrifice. Her eventual confrontation with Troy about his
actions and her own desires marks a turning point in the play, revealing her own unmet needs and
aspirations. An in-depth "Fences by August Wilson analysis" would be incomplete without a profound
appreciation for Rose's pivotal role.

Rose's Sacrifices and Unfulfilled Desires

Rose makes numerous sacrifices for her family, often putting her own dreams and desires on hold.
She endures Troy's infidelity and the emotional toll it takes, demonstrating immense forbearance.
Her most poignant moment comes when she articulates the depth of her disappointment and the
ways in which Troy has failed to nurture her own growth and happiness. This speech is a powerful
exploration of the sacrifices Black women often made to support their families during this era.
Rose's journey is a crucial element in understanding the broader social commentary of "Fences by
August Wilson analysis."

Rose's Role as the Moral Compass

While Troy often struggles with his moral compass, Rose consistently serves as the family's moral
center. She advocates for honesty, love, and commitment, even when faced with Troy's
transgressions. Her love for Cory, and her efforts to protect him from Troy's harshness, highlight her
maternal strength. Rose’s unwavering faith and her ability to see the good in her family, even amidst
their struggles, solidify her position as a beacon of hope. This aspect is fundamental to a
comprehensive "Fences by August Wilson analysis."

The Sons: Cory and Lyons in August Wilson's Fences

The relationships between Troy and his sons, Cory and Lyons, are central to the narrative of "Fences
by August Wilson analysis." Cory, Troy's youngest son, represents the younger generation yearning



for opportunity and a future unburdened by the past. He dreams of playing college football, a path
Troy actively discourages, fearing that Cory will face the same racial discrimination that thwarted
his own baseball career. Lyons, Troy's son from a previous marriage, represents a different kind of
struggle, one focused on music and less concerned with conventional notions of success and
responsibility. Their interactions with Troy highlight the generational divides and the differing
perspectives on ambition and survival.

Cory Maxson: The Aspirations of Youth

Cory's desire to play football and attend college is a powerful expression of his yearning for a better
life. His conflict with Troy stems from their opposing views on opportunity and risk. Troy sees Cory's
dreams as naive and potentially dangerous, while Cory views his father's apprehension as a lack of
faith and a perpetuation of limitations. This clash between father and son is a microcosm of the
broader societal challenges faced by young Black men in the 1950s, and a key component of any
"Fences by August Wilson analysis."

Lyons Maxson: The Artist's Struggle

Lyons, a musician, embodies a more artistic and less conventionally ambitious path. He often seeks
financial help from Troy, leading to conflict over Troy's perception of his irresponsibility. Lyons’s
struggles reflect the difficulties faced by artists, particularly Black artists, in making a living and
finding recognition during this period. His presence in the play provides a contrast to Cory’s more
direct confrontation with the system and highlights different forms of striving for fulfillment. This
adds another layer to the "Fences by August Wilson analysis."

Gabriel Maxson: A Symbol of Unfulfilled Potential

Gabriel Maxson, Troy's brother, is a character who serves as a poignant symbol within "Fences by
August Wilson analysis." Having suffered a traumatic brain injury during World War II, Gabriel's
mental state is fragile. He believes he is Archangel Gabriel, carrying a trumpet to herald the end
times. His condition is a direct consequence of his service to a country that still denied full rights
and respect to Black soldiers. Gabriel's character raises questions about the cost of war, the
psychological toll of societal neglect, and the ways in which individuals can be broken by the very
systems they serve. His presence also offers a spiritual dimension to the play, a longing for justice
and redemption.

Gabriel's War Injury and its Consequences

Gabriel's injury is a direct result of his participation in World War II, a conflict fought for freedom
and democracy abroad, yet marked by segregation and discrimination at home. The inability of the
government to fully compensate or care for him after his service underscores the systemic injustices
faced by Black veterans. This aspect is critical for a thorough "Fences by August Wilson analysis," as
it connects the personal tragedy to broader social failures.



Gabriel as a Spiritual and Symbolic Figure

Gabriel's delusion of being Archangel Gabriel imbues him with a symbolic significance. He
represents a yearning for a higher order, for justice to be served, and for a spiritual reckoning. His
repeated attempts to blow his trumpet, a symbol of divine intervention, reflect a hope for
transcendence and escape from the earthly struggles of the Maxson family and the Black
community. His character adds a layer of pathos and spiritual depth to the play, a crucial element in
any "Fences by August Wilson analysis."

Key Themes in Fences by August Wilson: A Deep Dive

"Fences by August Wilson analysis" reveals a rich tapestry of interconnected themes that resonate
deeply with the African American experience. The play is a profound exploration of the American
Dream and its accessibility, or lack thereof, for Black individuals. It delves into the complexities of
family relationships, the burdens of responsibility, and the destructive nature of unaddressed
trauma. Additionally, themes of race, identity, and the quest for dignity are woven throughout the
narrative, providing a powerful commentary on societal structures and individual resilience.

e The American Dream: The play questions whether the promises of opportunity and upward
mobility are truly available to Black Americans, highlighting the systemic barriers that impede
progress.

¢ Responsibility and Sacrifice: Troy's relentless pursuit of providing for his family, and the
sacrifices he makes, are contrasted with the emotional toll these responsibilities take on him
and his relationships.

¢ Race and Discrimination: The pervasive impact of racism on individual lives, opportunities,
and aspirations is a central theme, evident in Troy's past and Cory's future prospects.

e Family Dynamics: The play offers a nuanced portrayal of a Black family, exploring the love,
conflict, and intergenerational tensions that shape their lives.

e Memory and the Past: Characters are often haunted by their pasts, struggling to reconcile
their experiences with their present realities and future hopes.

¢ Fidelity and Infidelity: Troy's infidelity with Alberta becomes a catalyst for significant

emotional upheaval, forcing Rose to confront her own desires and the realities of her
marriage.

The Symbolism of the Fences in August Wilson's Play

The title itself, "Fences," is laden with symbolic meaning that is integral to any thorough "Fences by
August Wilson analysis." The literal fence that Troy is building around his yard represents his



attempt to protect his family, to keep the outside world at bay, and to create a sense of order and
security. However, the fence also becomes a metaphor for the emotional barriers that Troy erects
around himself, preventing genuine connection and intimacy. It symbolizes the walls that racism and
societal oppression build around Black individuals, limiting their opportunities and isolating them.
The act of building the fence becomes a physical manifestation of Troy's internal struggle to contain
his pain and protect his perceived domain, even as it inadvertently traps him and his family.

The Fence as Protection and Confinement

The physical fence Troy builds is intended to keep unwanted elements out, mirroring his desire to
shield his family from the harsh realities of racism and societal prejudice. However, the fence also
acts as a barrier within the family, separating characters and preventing open communication. This
duality is a crucial point in any "Fences by August Wilson analysis," as it highlights the unintended
consequences of Troy's protective instincts.

The Fence as a Metaphor for Emotional Walls

Beyond its literal meaning, the fence symbolizes the emotional walls Troy builds around himself.
Haunted by his past and his unfulfilled dreams, Troy often struggles to express his emotions openly,
opting for a gruff and authoritarian demeanor. These internal fences prevent him from fully
connecting with his wife and children, leading to misunderstandings and resentment. This
psychological aspect is a significant component of the "Fences by August Wilson analysis."

The Significance of the Setting: Hill District,
Pittsburgh

The setting of "Fences by August Wilson analysis" - the Hill District in Pittsburgh - is not merely a
backdrop but an active participant in the narrative. The Hill District was historically a vibrant center
for African American culture and community, but it also represented a space of limited opportunities
and economic hardship for many residents. Wilson's choice of this specific locale grounds the play in
a tangible reality, reflecting the experiences of many Black families in urban America during the
mid-20th century. The house itself, with its porch and yard, becomes a microcosm of the family's life,
a place of both solace and struggle. The sounds and rhythms of the neighborhood, the references to
local landmarks, and the sense of community (both present and absent) all contribute to the play's
authentic portrayal of the Black experience.

The Hill District as a Cultural Hub and Site of Struggle

The Hill District was a significant cultural hub for African Americans in Pittsburgh, fostering a
strong sense of community and identity. However, it was also a neighborhood marked by economic
disparities and the lingering effects of segregation. Wilson’s depiction of this setting accurately
captures the duality of urban Black life during this period, a crucial point for "Fences by August
Wilson analysis."



The Home as a Microcosm of the Family's Life

The Maxson family's home, particularly the yard and porch, serves as the primary stage for the
play's events. This domestic space is where the family's joys, sorrows, and conflicts unfold. The yard,
with the fence being built, becomes a symbolic representation of the family's aspirations for stability
and protection, as well as the internal divisions that threaten to undermine them. Understanding the
spatial dynamics is vital for a comprehensive "Fences by August Wilson analysis."

Analyzing the Dramatic Structure and Language of
Fences

August Wilson's masterful use of dramatic structure and language is a cornerstone of "Fences by
August Wilson analysis." The play follows a traditional, albeit extended, one-act structure within
each of the two acts, focusing primarily on dialogue and character interaction. Wilson's dialogue is
renowned for its authenticity, capturing the rhythms, idioms, and oral traditions of African American
speech. He employs a rich vernacular that is both poetic and deeply grounded in the characters'
lived experiences. The dialogue not only reveals character but also carries the weight of history and
cultural memory. The play's naturalistic style, punctuated by moments of heightened emotional
intensity and poetic pronouncements, creates a powerful and immersive theatrical experience.

Wilson's Realistic Dialogue and Vernacular

The language in "Fences" is one of its most striking features. Wilson masterfully crafts dialogue that
reflects the specific dialect and storytelling traditions of African Americans. This authentic voice
makes the characters relatable and their struggles palpable. The use of proverbs, storytelling, and
musicality in the language adds layers of meaning and cultural significance to the play. This
linguistic richness is a key aspect of any "Fences by August Wilson analysis."

The Play's Two-Act Structure and Pacing

While divided into two acts, "Fences" unfolds largely as a continuous narrative, with significant time
jumps between scenes. This structure allows Wilson to track the progression of the characters and
the evolution of their relationships over several years. The pacing, while sometimes slow and
deliberate, allows for the gradual unfolding of emotional complexities and the building of dramatic
tension. The cumulative effect of this structure is a deeply immersive and impactful theatrical
experience, crucial for any "Fences by August Wilson analysis."

Critical Reception and Enduring Legacy of Fences by
August Wilson

"Fences by August Wilson analysis" reveals a play that has been met with widespread critical
acclaim and has secured a permanent place in the American theatrical canon. Upon its premiere, the



play garnered numerous awards, including the Pulitzer Prize for Drama and the Tony Award for Best
Play. Critics lauded Wilson's profound characterizations, his poignant exploration of universal
themes, and his lyrical prose. "Fences" is celebrated for its unflinching portrayal of the African
American experience, its ability to capture the complexities of family, and its enduring relevance to
contemporary society. The play continues to be performed and studied globally, a testament to its
powerful storytelling and its lasting impact on theater and cultural discourse. Its legacy lies in its
ability to humanize the struggles and triumphs of ordinary people, making their stories resonate
across generations and cultures.

Awards and Acclaim for Fences

From its initial Broadway run, "Fences" was recognized for its artistic merit and its profound social
commentary. The accolades it received, including the Pulitzer Prize, solidified its position as a
landmark achievement in American theatre. This critical success underscores the play's significance
in any "Fences by August Wilson analysis."

Thematic Relevance and Cultural Impact

"Fences" continues to resonate with audiences because its themes of family, responsibility, race, and
the pursuit of dreams remain remarkably relevant. The play offers a vital lens through which to
understand the historical and ongoing challenges faced by African Americans, while also exploring
universal human experiences. Its cultural impact extends beyond the stage, influencing discussions
on race, class, and family dynamics. This ongoing relevance is a key component of its enduring
legacy in any "Fences by August Wilson analysis."

Conclusion: The Timeless Resonance of Fences by
August Wilson

"Fences by August Wilson analysis" reveals a play of immense power and enduring significance.
August Wilson's masterpiece offers a profound and deeply human exploration of the African
American experience in the mid-20th century, centering on the complex figure of Troy Maxson and
his family. Through vivid characters, authentic dialogue, and rich symbolism, the play delves into
themes of race, family, responsibility, and the elusive nature of the American Dream. The enduring
resonance of "Fences" lies in its ability to capture the universal struggles for dignity, self-worth, and
connection, even in the face of systemic adversity. This detailed analysis highlights why "Fences by
August Wilson" remains a vital and essential work of American literature and theatre, continuing to
provoke thought, inspire empathy, and illuminate the human spirit.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the central conflict in August Wilson's 'Fences'?

The central conflict in 'Fences' revolves around Troy Maxson's struggle with his past failures,
societal racism, and his desire to provide for his family, which often clashes with his son Cory's
aspirations and his wife Rose's emotional needs. It's a battle between a father's protection and a
son's ambition, deeply rooted in the limitations imposed by their era and the lingering effects of
racial injustice.

How does the character of Troy Maxson embody the
challenges faced by Black men in mid-20th century America?

Troy Maxson embodies these challenges through his experiences as a former Negro League baseball
player denied a fair chance due to racism, his difficult life as a sanitation worker, and his internal
battles with bitterness and pride. His inability to achieve his athletic dreams directly influences his
relationships and his worldview, making him a complex representation of the systemic barriers and
psychological toll of racism.

What is the symbolic significance of the fence in the play
'‘Fences'?

The fence is a potent symbol with dual meanings. It represents Troy's desire to protect his family
from the outside world and the racism he has experienced. However, it also symbolizes the
emotional walls he erects, keeping his family and himself from fully connecting and moving forward,
ultimately trapping them within his own fears and regrets.

How does August Wilson utilize the theme of memory and the
past in 'Fences'?

Wilson masterfully uses memory to shape the present and future of the Maxson family. Troy is
haunted by his past, particularly his father's abuse and his own time in prison, which dictates his
actions and his interactions with his children. The play shows how unresolved trauma and the
inability to escape the past can have devastating consequences on personal growth and family
dynamics.

What is the role of music and blues in 'Fences'?

Music, particularly the blues, serves as a cultural and emotional touchstone in 'Fences.' It reflects
the characters' struggles, their resilience, and their shared experiences. The blues tradition, with its
themes of hardship, love, and survival, mirrors the Maxson family's own journey, offering a
soundtrack to their joys and sorrows.

How does the relationship between Troy and Cory reflect the
generational divide and the changing expectations for Black
men?

The father-son dynamic between Troy and Cory highlights a significant generational shift. Troy,
shaped by a time when opportunities were severely limited, fears for Cory's future and tries to steer



him towards a 'safe' path. Cory, however, is influenced by the changing social landscape and the
burgeoning Civil Rights Movement, yearning for the opportunities his father never had and
challenging Troy's authority to pursue his own dreams.

What is the significance of Rose's character arc and her
pivotal monologue in the play?

Rose's character arc is crucial as she evolves from a supportive wife and mother to a woman who
reclaims her own identity and agency. Her powerful monologue in the second act is a turning point
where she articulates her sacrifices, her disillusionment, and her decision to find personal
fulfillment. It marks her transition from being defined by Troy's needs to asserting her own worth
and desires.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to an analysis of August Wilson's Fences, with descriptions:

1. August Wilson: A Life in the Theatre

This comprehensive biography offers deep insights into Wilson's upbringing, his influences, and the
development of his seminal works, including Fences. It explores the socio-historical context that
shaped his writing and provides a crucial understanding of the playwright's artistic vision. The book
details his process, his collaborators, and the critical reception of his plays, grounding the analysis
of Fences within the broader sweep of his career.

2. The Cambridge Companion to August Wilson

This collection of essays by leading scholars provides a multifaceted examination of Wilson's ten-play
Century Cycle, with substantial focus on Fences. It delves into thematic concerns such as race,
identity, family, and the American Dream as depicted in the play. Readers will find analyses of
characters, historical context, and the play's enduring impact on American theater.

3. August Wilson's Pittsburgh Cycle: Contemporary Essays

This volume offers contemporary critical perspectives on Wilson's Pittsburgh-based plays, with
several essays specifically addressing Fences. It explores the play's engagement with post-World
War II America and the African American experience during that era. The essays likely touch upon
Troy Maxson's struggles with societal limitations and his internal conflicts.

4. Fences: A Play by August Wilson (Modern Library Classics)

While not strictly an analysis, this edition often includes an introduction by a prominent scholar or
critic, offering valuable contextualization and initial interpretive frameworks for Fences. Such
introductions typically highlight the play's central conflicts, character motivations, and its significant
place within American drama. It serves as an excellent starting point for engaging with the play’s
complexities.

5. American Theatre and the Politics of Identity

This book examines how American theater has engaged with issues of identity, particularly racial
and cultural identity, throughout different historical periods. Fences would be a key text discussed
in relation to its powerful portrayal of Black masculinity, paternal relationships, and the struggle for
recognition. It positions Fences within a larger conversation about representation and social
commentary in American drama.



6. Black Male Experience in Contemporary American Drama

This critical study focuses on the representation of Black men in modern American plays, with
Fences likely serving as a central case study. It explores the complexities of Black fatherhood,
ambition, and the psychological impact of systemic racism as depicted in characters like Troy
Maxson. The book would analyze how Wilson challenges stereotypes and offers nuanced portrayals
of Black male identity.

7. Race and Performance in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century American Theater

While the scope is broader, this type of book would likely dedicate significant analysis to how plays
like Fences interrogate the legacy of racial oppression and its impact on individual lives and family
dynamics. It would place Wilson's work within a historical continuum of theatrical responses to
racial injustice. The book would likely discuss the performative aspects of identity and the struggle
for agency.

8. The American Dream in Literature and Film

This book explores the multifaceted and often elusive concept of the American Dream across various
artistic mediums. Fences would be analyzed for its powerful critique of the Dream's accessibility for
African Americans in the mid-20th century. It would examine how Troy Maxson’s aspirations and
frustrations illuminate the limitations and contradictions inherent in the pursuit of success and
fulfillment.

9. August Wilson's Century Cycle: A Critical Guide

This guide provides detailed analyses of each play within Wilson's ten-play cycle, with substantial
attention paid to Fences. It offers in-depth explorations of the characters, themes, historical
backdrop, and dramatic structure of the play. This resource is invaluable for understanding the
play's intricate relationships, its poetic language, and its profound commentary on American history
and the Black experience.
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