
If anybody asks you who sang this song
Tell ’em
It was little Jimmy Rushing,
H e ’s been here and gone.

The play wright August Wi l s on live s
in a leafy, genteel part of Se a t t l e

intended by the city’s founding fathers 
to be the site of the state ca p i t o l , and 
so named Capitol Hill .He moved here in
1 9 9 4 ,with Con s t a n za Rom e ro,a Colom-
b i a n - b o rn costume designer who is now
his third wife, and they share a ra m b l i n g
t u rn - o f - t h e - c e n t u ry house with Azula,
their thre e - year-old daughter. Azula has
her father’s ear and number, as well as
total con t rol of the living ro om , w h i ch ,
a p a rt from a jukebox and a piano—pro p s
f rom Wi l s on’s pro d u c t i on s — h a s n’t a stick
o f adult furn i t u re . Wi l s on , who doesn’t
d ri ve, is more interested in the inner ter-
rain than the external on e ; wri t i n g, h e
s ays , “is for me like walking down the
l a n d s cape of the self. . . . You find false
t ra i l s , roads closed for re p a i r s , i m p re g-
nable fort re s s e s , s c o u t s ,a rmies of m e m-
o ry, and impossible ca rt o g ra phy. ”

Wi l s on does most of his pathfin d i n g
b e l ow the living ro om , in a low - c e i l i n g e d
b a s e m e n t , lit by neon bars,w h e re he go e s
to sneak cigare t t e s , listen to re c o rd s ,a n d
wait for his ch a racters to arri ve .He wri t e s
standing up, at a high, cl u t t e red pine ac-
counting desk,w h e re he can prop his legal
pad and tra n s fer his jottings to a laptop
c om p u t e r. Pinned on a bulletin board ,
just beside where he stands to wri t e, a re
two quotation s , as bold as street signs:
“TA KE IT TO T H EM OO N” ( Frank Gehry )
and “DO N’T B E A F RA I D. J U S T P LAY T H E

M U S I C” ( C h a rlie Pa rk e r ) . When Wi l s on
l o oks up from his desk, at the dingy wall
with its labyrinth of water pipes, he sees
h on o ra ry degrees from the Unive r s i ty of
Pi t t s b u r g h , his home tow n , and from
Ya l e, w h e re his ca reer as a play wri g h t
b e g a n , in 1982—just two of tw e n ty -
t h ree he has accumulated so far,w h i ch is 
not bad for a fifty - five - year-old wri t e r

who quit school when he was fift e e n .
For ye a r s ,about two steps behind Wi l-

s on’s writing table, an Eve rlast punch i n g
bag was suspended from the ceiling.
When Wi l s on was in full flow and the di-
alogue was popping, h e’d stop, p i v o t ,
t h row a barrage of p u n ches at the bag,
then turn back to the work . R e c e n t ly,
h ow eve r, d u ring a part i c u l a rly vigo ro u s
rewrite of his new play,“King Hedl ey II,”
w h i ch opens on Bro a d w ay this mon t h ,
Wi l s on knocked the bag and its ceiling
h o ok dow n , and it now rests mourn f u lly
in the corn e r.Wi l s on has a re t i red boxe r’s
h e ft — t h i ck neck ,s q u a re shoulders,w i d e
chest—and a stom a ch whose amplitude
is emph a s i zed by suspenders that bra ck e t
his belly like pare n t h e s e s . Wi l s on is the
p roduct of a mixed marri a g e,b u t ,he says ,
“the culture I l e a rned in my mother’s
household was black . ” He has a hand-
s ome face that is dominated by a wide
f o rehead and a con c e n t rated gaze .He ex-
udes a ve ry specific sense of g ra v i ty. H e
g i ves away nothing at fir s t , or even sec-
on d ,g l a n c e . But when his guard is dow n ,
and especially when he’s telling a story,
you feel what his wife ca lls “the sizzle.”

Wi l s on , who was ori g i n a lly named
Fre d e ri ck August Kittel, a fter his Ger-
man father, s ays that his model for man-
hood—“the first male image that I
ca r ry”—is not his father but an old family
f ri e n d , “the bri lliant Hall of Fame pri ze-
fig h t e r” C h a rl ey Burl ey. A rchie Moore
ca lled Burl ey the best fighter he’d eve r
f a c e d ,and Sugar Ray Robinson refused to
b ox him,but after his glory days as a pugi-
list were over Burl ey became a garb a g e-
man in Pittsburgh and lived across the
s t reet from the impre s s i onable young Wi l-
s on . In Burl ey’s Fri d ay-night re g a l i a —
h u n d re d - d o llar St e t s on , ca s h m e re coat,
y a m - c o l o red Florsheim shoes—Wi l s on
saw something icon i c .B u rl ey was one of
those black men,Wi l s on wri t e s ,who “e l-
evated their presence into an art . T h ey
w e re bad. I f on ly in an abstract of s tyl e . ”

B u rl ey was known as “the uncrow n e d

ch a m p i on” ; Wi l s on is known as “ t h e
heavyweight ch a m p i on”—a nick n a m e
g i ven to him by the director Mari on Mc-
C l i n t on ,who is staging “King Hedl ey II.”
M c C l i n t on explains, “I t’s Au g u s t’s lan-
g u a g e—the rhythm of h u rt ,the rhythm of
p a i n , the rhythm of e c s t a s y, the rhythm of
f a m i ly — w h i ch sets him apart and is why
we ca ll him the heavyweight ch a m p i on . ”
B e tween 1959, when Lo r raine Hans-
b e r ry had a hit with “A Raisin in the Su n , ”
and 1984, when Wi l s on made his sensa-
t i onal bre a k t h rough with “Ma Ra i n ey’s
B l a ck Bottom , ” a play about black mu s i-
c i a n s ’ s t ruggle with their white bosses in
the tw e n t i e s , the number of A f ri ca n -
Am e ri can plays to succeed on Bro a d w ay
was ze ro. (T h e re were, o f c o u r s e, m a ny
other black play wrights during this
t i m e— Am i ri Bara k a ,R on Milner, Ph i l -
lip H ayes Dean, R i ch a rd We s l ey, and 
Ed Bull i n s , a m ong them—who won 
c ri t i cal praise and a coterie foll ow i n g.) 
“Ma Ra i n ey ” ran for ten mon t h s .Almost 
i mm e d i a t e ly, H o llywood came ca ll i n g,
m o s t ly with offers for bio-pics of Lo u i s
A rm s t ron g,Muhammad Ali,and the like;
Wi l s on wasn’t tempted. He asked the
H o llywood nabobs why so many black
p l ay wrights had written on ly one play. “I
go,‘Wh e re is Lonne Elder? Wh e re is Jo-
s e ph Wa l k e r ? ’T h ey go, ‘T h ey’re in Hol-
ly w o o d .’And I go,‘ O h , I see, ’ ”he says .“I
wanted to have a ca reer in the theatre . ”

Wi l s on’s success also tri g g e red what
M c C l i n t on ca lls “one of the more major
Am e ri can theatri cal rev o l u t i on s . ”His au-
dience appeal almost single-handedly
b roke down the wall for other black art-
i s t s ,m a ny of w h om would not otherw i s e
be working in the mainstre a m . His plays
w e re showcases for an array of fir s t - ra t e
p e rf o rm e r s , s u ch as Charles S. Du t t on ,
Sa muel L.J a ck s on ,C o u rt n ey Va n c e, An-
gela Bassett, Ruben Sa n t i a go - H u d s on ,
and La u rence Fi s h b u rn e . And the op-
p o rtunities for Afri ca n - Am e ri can play-
wrights also incre a s e d .“Wh a t’s happened
since 1984 has been incre d i b l e, ”M c C l i n-
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BEEN HERE AND GONE
How August Wilson brought a centu ry of bl ack Am eri can cultu re to the sta ge.

BY JOHN LAHR



August Wilson at the Café Edison, Feb ru a ry 13 ,2 0 01 : He gives away nothing at fir s t , or even second, g l a n c e, but when his
g u a rd is down, and especially when he’s telling a story, you feel what his wife calls “the sizzle. ”P h o t o graph by Dana Lixe n b er g.



t on says .“A lot of b l a ck writers had doors
opened to them basica lly because Au-
gust knocked them open. So then yo u
s t a rt seeing Kia Cort h ron , Su za n - Lo ri
Pa rk s , Keith Glove r, R o b e rt Alexander,
Lynn No t t a g e, Sam Kell ey, C a rl i s l e
B row n , C h a rles Sm i t h , M i ch ael Henry
B rown—I could keep go i n g. Am e ri -
can theatre now looks tow a rd Afri ca n -
Am e ri cans as viable members.”

Wi l s on foll owed “Ma Ra i n ey ” w i t h
six cri t i ca lly acclaimed plays in a row —
“Fe n c e s ” ( 1 9 8 7 ; Pu l i t zer Pri ze, Tony
Aw a rd ) , “Joe Tu rn e r’s Come and Gon e”
( 1 9 8 8 ) ,“The Piano Le s s on”( 1 9 9 0 ;Pu l i t-
zer Pri ze ) ,“Two Trains Ru n n i n g”( 1 9 9 2 ) ,
“ Seven Gu i t a r s ” ( 1 9 9 6 ) , and “Ji t n ey ”
( 2 0 0 0 ) .He actually had dra fts of “Fe n c e s ”
and “Joe Tu rn e r’s Come and Gon e” i n
h i s t runk before “Ma Ra i n ey ” made it to
B ro a d w ay,and sometime after the success
o f that play,he has said, it dawned on him
that each play he’d written so far was “ t ry-
ing to focus on what I felt were the most
i m p o rtant issues con f ronting black Am e r-
i ca n s for that deca d e . ”Wi l s on gave him-
s e l f a mission : to continue to ch ron i cl e,
d e cade by deca d e, the “d a zed and dazzling”
ra p p o rt of A f ri ca n - Am e ri cans with the
twentieth century.“King Hedl ey II” is set
in the nineteen-eighties, w h i ch leave s
on ly the first and last decades of the cen-
t u ry to be wri t t e n . The plays form a kind
o f fever ch a rt of the trauma of s l a ve ry.

Their histori cal tra j e c t o ry takes Afri ca n -
Am e ri cans through their tra n s i t i on from
p ro p e rty to personhood (“Joe Tu rn e r’s
C ome and Gon e” ) ; their struggle for
p ower in urban life (“Ma Ra i n ey ” ) ;t h e i r
dilemma over whether to embrace or
d e ny their slave past (“The Piano Le s-
s on” ) ; the broken promise of fir s t - cl a s s
c i t i zenship after the Se c ond Wo rld Wa r
( “ Seven Gu i t a r s ” ) ; their fraught adapta-
t i on to bourgeois values (“Fe n c e s ” ) ;s t a g-
n a n cy in the midst of B l a ck Power mili-
t a n cy (“Two Trains Ru n n i n g” ) ; and their
h i s t o ri cal and financial disenfra n ch i s e-
ment during the econ omic boom (“Ji t-
n ey ” and “King Hedl ey II” ) .

“The ave rage struggling non - m o rb i d
Ne g ro is the best-kept secret in Am e r-
i ca , ”Zo ra Neale Hurston wrote in 1950.
Wi l s on has put that man—his son g s ,h i s
i d i om , his superstition s , his folly, and his
c o u ra g e— on the stage.His plays are not
talking textb o ok s ;t h ey paint the big pic-
t u re indire c t ly, f rom the little incidents of
d a i ly life . “People can be slave-ships in
s h o e s , ” H u r s t on said. Wi l s on’s ch a ra c-
ters are shackled together by som e t h i n g
g reater than pove rty; their bondage is to
the ca p rices of h i s t o ry. “We’s the left-
ove r s , ” To l e d o, the piano player and on ly
l i t e rate member of Ma Ra i n ey’s band,
t e lls the other mu s i c i a n s .“The white man
k n ows you just a left ove r. ’Cause he the
one who done the eating and he know

what he done ate.But we don’t know that
we been took and made history out of. ”

Wi l s on’s work is a conscious answer to
James Baldwin’s ca ll for “a profound ar-
t i c u l a t i on of the Black Tra d i t i on . ” H e
s ays he wanted to demon s t rate that black
Am e ri can culture “was capable of s u s-
taining yo u ,so that when you left your fa-
t h e r’s or your mother’s house you didn’t
go into the world naked. You were fully
clothed in manners and a way of l i fe . ”
In the past, p l ay wrights such as Du b o s e
H ey w a rd , Paul Gre e n , and Eugene
O ’ Ne i ll made blacks and black culture the
subject of d ra m a ;Wi l s on has made them
the object. “When you go to the dictio-
n a ry and you look up ‘b l a ck , ’ it gives yo u
these defin i t i ons that say, ‘A f fected by an
u n d e s i rable con d i t i on , ’”Wi l s on says .“Yo u
st a rt thinking som e t h i n g’s wrong with
b l a ck .When white people say, ‘I don’t see
c o l o r, ’ what they’re saying is ‘Yo u’re af-
fected by this undesirable con d i t i on ,b u t
I’ll pretend I don’t see that.’ And I go,
‘No, s e e my color. Lo ok at me. I’m not
ashamed of who I am and what I am.’ ”

W i l s on’s ch a racters often scra b b l e
d e s p e ra t e ly, s ometimes foolishly,

for an opport u n i ty that ra re ly com e s .B u t
when opport u n i ty knocked for Wi l s on
he seized it with a ve n g e a n c e . He has
t ried to live his writing life by the Bud-
dhist motto “Yo u’re entitled to the work
but not the rew a rd” ;n eve rt h e l e s s , he has
b e c ome a ve ry ri ch man—in 1990, h e
was the most produced Am e ri can play-
wright—and he is on ly getting ri ch e r.
A fter “ Seven Gu i t a r s , ” he and his co-
p ro d u c e r, Ben Mord e ca i ,f o rmed a joint
ve n t u re ca lled Sa g ew o rk s , w h i ch all ow s
Wi l s on to exe rcise unusual con t rol ove r
the destiny of his plays—and also to take
both a wri t e r’s and a pro d u c e r’s share of
their pro fit s . A Wi l s on play has a gesta-
t i on period like no other in the history 
o f Am e ri can theatre, and no other major
p l ay wright—not Arthur Mill e r, Te n-
nessee Wi ll i a m s , Eugene O’Ne i ll , o r
David Mamet—has negotiated the lati-
tude to work so fre e ly. B e f o re a play ar-
ri ves on Bro a d w ay, Wi l s on re fines his
s t o ry through a series of s e p a ra t e p ro-
d u c t i on s . In his rehearsal mu ft i — b l a ck
t u rt l e n e ck and cloth cap—he sits beside
the director for almost eve ry hour of
eve ry pro d u c t i on ,a n d , since “ Seven Gu i-
t a r s , ” h e’s taken to “writing in the heat 
o f the mom e n t . ”By the time “King Hed-“S ta n l ey, we need to ta l k , so please don’t interru p t . ”



l ey I I” re a ches New Yo rk , the play,w h i ch
s h ows the fragmented life of a Pi t t s b u r g h
ghetto during the Reagan ye a r s ,w i ll have
been seen, d i g e s t e d , re c on c e i ve d , a n d
rewritten after pro d u c t i ons in Se a t t l e,
B o s t on ,Pi t t s b u r g h ,C h i ca go,Los An g e-
l e s , and Wa s h i n g t on . This long rew o rk-
i n g, like a brass ru b b i n g, b rings the play’s
p a rameters and its fil i g ree of detail into
bold re l i e f until the drama emerges, a s
Wi l s on puts it,“fat with substance.”

“When I was writing ‘Joe Tu rn e r, ’ ”
Wi l s on says ,“I re a l i zed that som e one was
gonna stand up onstage and say the
w o rd s ,w h a t ever the hell they were .T h a t’s
when I re a l i zed I had a re s p on s i b i l i ty to
the word s . I couldn’t have the ch a ra c t e r
s ay any old thing. T h e re couldn’t be any
m i s t a k e s . ”To ach i eve this sort of focus re-
q u i res the kind of appetite for victory that
is epitom i ze d , for Wi l s on , by a breed of
ch a m p i onship ra c e h o r s e s ,w h i ch in ord e r
to win “bite their own necks to get more
ox y g e n . ”He began his own extra o rd i n a ry
endeavor late, at about forty, and his time
is valuable. He does not spend it on the
t e l e ph on e, or watching telev i s i on , o r
going to movies (between 1980 and 1991,
he saw on ly tw o,both directed by Mart i n
S c o r s e s e— “Raging Bull” and “ C a p e
Fe a r” ) . His work re q u i res a lot of “d o i n g
n o t h i n g” to generate “b rain space.” So
Wi l s on ,w h om Azula ca lls “the slippery
g u y, ” is usually to be found puttering in
the crepuscular gloom of his basement,
w h e re he com munes with himself a n d ,i f
h e’s luck y, taps into what he ca lls “ t h e
b l o o d’s memory, ” that “deepest part of
yo u r s e l f w h e re the ancestors are talking. ”
To do so re q u i res a kind of ritual pre p a-
ra t i on .“B e f o re I write som e t h i n g, I wash
my hands,”he says . “I alw ays want to say
I appro a ched it with clean hands—yo u
k n ow, a symbolic cl e a n s i n g. ”

Wi l s on’s plays , filled as they often are
with visions and vision a ri e s , h a ve a kind 
o f hoodoo of their ow n ,w h i ch can seem
s t range to white view e r s , who are oft e n
c ri t i cal of his use of the supern a t u ra l .
He is a coll a g i s t , making Afro - C h ri s t i a n
p a ra b l e s , and his plays are best when the
real and the spiritual are wedded (“J o e
Tu rn e r, ” “ Seven Gu i t a r s , ” “The Pi a n o
Le s s on” ) , in ord e r, as he says ,“to come up
with a third thing, w h i ch is neither re a l-
ism nor all e go ry. ”T h e n ,his intensity and
his natural eloquence—what Henry Lo u i s
G a t e s , J r. , ca lls “an unru ly luxuriance of
l a n g u a g e, an ability to ease between tra s h

talk and near-ch o ral tra n s p o rt”—most ef-
fe c t i ve ly highlight another com p a ra t i ve ly
unsung quality of his wri t i n g : the ability
to unfetter the heart . Under his focussed
g a ze, ch a racters take on unca n ny, s om e-
times awesom e, l i fe, a n d , unlike most
c on t e m p o ra ry male play wri g h t s , he ca n
write memorable roles for women as well
as men.Wi l s on’s work is not mu ch influ-
enced by the ca n on of m o d e rn We s t e rn
p l ays , almost none of w h i ch he has re a d
or seen.“I consider it a blessing that when
I started writing plays in earn e s t , in 1979,
I had not read Chekhov. I hadn’t re a d
Ib s e n . I hadn’t read Tennessee Wi ll i a m s ,
A rthur Mill e r, or O’Ne i ll , ” he says . B y
t h e n , he had been writing poetry for fif-
teen years and had read all the major
Am e ri can poets. “It took me eight ye a r s
to find my own voice as a poet. I didn’t
want to take eight years to find my voice
as a play wri g h t . ”To this day, as incre d i b l e
as it seems,with the exc e p t i on of his ow n
p ro d u c t i ons and a few of his fri e n d s ’ ,
Wi l s on has seen on ly about a dozen plays .

In the age of the sound bite,Wi l s on is
that most endangered of ra re bird s — a
s t o ryt e ll e r. A Wi l s on tale takes about as
l ong as a baseball game, w h i ch is to say a
good deal longer than the ave rage com-
m e rcial play. Although audiences will
h a p p i ly watch sports contests into double
ove rt i m e, the play of ideas and ch a ra c t e r s
is another matter. In this are n a , t h ey are
a c c u s t omed to what Sh a k e s p e a re ca ll e d
the “ two hours’ t ra f fic , ” and Wi l s on has
taken a lot of flak for his ca p a c i o u s n e s s .
Ac c o rding to “The Ox f o rd Com p a n i on
to Am e ri can T h e a t re, ” his plays “l a ck a
sense of t one and a legitimate, s u s t a i n e d
d ramatic thru s t . ” This criticism is, to my
m i n d , u n j u s t , but it re flects a distinctive
c u l t u ral and artistic diffe re n c e . Vi rt u a lly
a ll the seminal white postwar plays —
“The Glass Menageri e, ” “Long Day’s
J o u rn ey Into Ni g h t , ” “Death of a Sa l e s-
m a n” — rev o lve around the drama of
Am e ri can individualism; t h ey mark a re-
t reat from exterior into interior life .Wi l-
s on , h ow eve r, d ra m a t i zes com mu n i ty.
“ C om mu n i ty is the most valuable thing
that you have in Afri ca n - Am e ri can cul-
t u re, ”he explains.“The individual good is
a lw ays subve rted to the good of the com-
mu n i ty. ” Wi l s on’s plays are distinctive—
and lon g e r — b e cause society, not just a
p s ych e, is being mediated. T h ey demon-
s t rate the individual’s intera c t i on with the
c om mu n i ty, not his separa t i on from it.

In Wi l s on’s plays , the white world is a
major ch a racter that remains almost en-
t i re ly offs t a g e ;n on e t h e l e s s , its presence is
p a l p a b l e—its ru l e s , its standard s , its ow n-
ership are alw ays pressing in on the black
w o rld and changing the flow of t h i n g s .“I
l o ok around and say, ‘Wh e re the barb e d
w i re ? ’ ” H e dl ey says , o b s e rving that as a
s l a ve he would have been worth tw e lve
h u n d red doll a r s , and now he’s wort h
t h re e - fifty an hour. “T h ey got eve ryt h i n g
e l s e .T h ey got me blocked in eve ry other
w ay.‘Wh e re the barbed wire ? ’”To which
his sidekick re p l i e s , “I f you had barb e d
w i re you could cut thro u g h .You ca n’t cut
t h rough having no job. ”“B l a cks know the
s p i ritual truth of white Am e ri ca , ”Wi l s on
s ays . “We are living examples of Am e r-
i ca’s hyp o c ri s y. We know white Am e ri ca
better than white Am e ri ca knows us.”
Wi l s on’s plays go some distance tow a rd
making up this defic i e n cy. For white
members of the audience, the experi e n c e
o f w a t ching a Wi l s on work is often edu-
ca t i onal and humanizing. I t’s the etern a l
things in Wi l s on’s dramas—the argu-
ments between fathers and son s , t h e
l onging for re d e m p t i on , the dreams of
w i n n i n g, and the fear of l o s i n g — t h a t
re a ch across the footlights and link the
b l a ck world to the white on e, f rom which
it is so pro f o u n dly separated and by which
it is so pro f o u n dly defin e d . To the black
w o rl d , Wi l s on’s plays are witness; to the
white worl d ,t h ey are new s .This creates a
fascinating racial con u n d ru m , one fir s t
raised by Baldwin: “I f I am not what I’ve
been told I am, then it means that y ou ’re
not what you thought y o u w e re e i t h er!”

I I

August Wi l s on was born in 1945 
in Pi t t s b u r g h’s Hill Distri c t . A l-

though it was just four minutes by ca r
f rom dow n t ow n , the Hill — k n own then
as Little Harlem—was a live ly, flo u ri s h-
i n g, s e l f - c ontained unive r s e,with its ow n
b a s e b a ll teams, night cl u b s , b u s i n e s s e s ,
and new s p a p e r,and its own people,s om e
o f them legends who had left its on e
s q u a re mile to sing their distinctive son g s
to the worl d : Lena Horn e, E r ro ll Gar-
n e r, Ahmad Jamal, E a rl (Fatha) Hines,
B i lly Eck s t i n e, George Benson . Wh e n
Wi l s on was a ch i l d , the Hill had a pop-
u l a t i on of fifty - five thousand; since 
t h e n , as a consequence of the 1968 ri o t s ,
u rban re n ew a l , and com p e t i t i on from 
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white neighborh o o d s , to which Afri ca n -
Am e ri cans now have putative access, t h e
H i ll’s boundaries and its buoy a n cy have
s h ru n k .To d ay, its rows of s m a ll ,d e c re p i t
houses sit on the sloping land like a set 
o f bad teeth—irre g u l a r, d e cayi n g, w i t h
large gaps between them. Beside on e
s u ch desolate, l i t t e red vacant lot, at the

rear of 1727 Bedford Ave n u e, Wi l s on
g rew up. You have to bushwhack yo u r
w ay through a tangle of b ra n ches that
c overs the ten steep steps to the board e d
f ront door of the forty - d o ll a r - a - m on t h
a p a rtment where Wi l s on , the fourth 
o f six ch i l d re n , l i ved with his mother,
Daisy Wi l s on , and his siblings, Fre d a ,

Linda Jean,D on n a ,R i ch a rd , and Edwin.
Daisy ran a stru c t u red household that

was centered on family activities. “M on-
d ay at seve n , the Rosary came on the
ra d i o, so we said the Rosary, ” Wi l s on
re ca ll s . “A rt Linkletter’s ‘People Are
Fu n ny’ was Tu e s d ay. We played board
g a m e s . Then there was the Top Fo rty.
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August Wilson may have lost a father in the split with Ll oyd Rich a rd s , but in Marion McClinton (right) he gained a bro t h er.



E ve ryone got to pick a son g. I f your son g
got to No. 1 , you got a nick e l . ” The back
y a rd , w h e re Daisy planted flowers and
p l ayed dodgeball and baseball with her
ch i l d ren and, on summer eve n i n g s , s a t
a round a ca rd table for games of Ton k ,i s
b l o cked off n ow and difficult to see,but in
the set for “ Seven Gu i t a r s ” Wi l s on pre-

s e rved the ra m s h a ckle solace of the place
so exactly that when his sister Linda Jean
first saw the show she burst into tears. At
the core of Wi l s on’s person a l i ty is a kind
o ft ruculent re s o lve,w h i ch com e s ,he says ,
f rom his mother’s example. ( D a i s y, w h o
planned her own funera l , d own to the
gown she’d wear, died of lung cancer in
1 9 8 3 ; for the past eighteen ye a r s ,Wi l s on
has re t u rned to Pittsburgh on her birt h-
d ay to gather with his family and visit her
g ra ve.) She was a tall ,s t ron g, h a n d s om e
h om e b o d y, who had left school after the
s eventh grade and lived by the gospel of
cl e a r - eyed com m on sense and com p e t i-
t i ve n e s s .For Wi l s on , the best example of
D a i s y’s brand of bumptious integri ty is
an incident that took place around 1955.
She was listening to a quiz pro g ram that
was offe ring a new washing machine to
a nyone who could answer a question cor-
re c t ly. Daisy knew the answer, and knew
t h a t , with six ch i l d re n , a washing ma-
chine would be a blessing.But when she
w on the contest and the promoters found
out that she was black , t h ey offe red her
instead a cert i ficate to the Sa lv a t i on Arm y
to get a used washing mach i n e .“M o t h e r
said she wanted the new machine or 
she didn’t want any, ” Wi l s on s ays . “I re-
member Julie Burl ey ” — C h a rl ey B u rl ey’s
w i fe— “s aying to her, ‘ O h ,D a i s y, you go t
a ll them kids, what diffe rence does it
m a k e ? Take the washing mach i n e .’ An d
my mother said, ‘ Something is not alw ays
better than nothing.’ ”

Wi l s on’s sense of his own uniqueness
ca m e, at least in part , f rom his moth-
e r’s adoring gaze, what Baldwin ca lled 
“the cru c i a l , the defin i t i ve, the all - b u t -
eve rlasting judgment.”Wi l s on was Daisy’s
mu ch longed-for first son . “My mother
said she would have had eleven girl s — s h e
d i d n’t ca re—she would have kept tryi n g
t i ll she had a son , ” s ays Wi l s on’s sister
D on n a ,who remembers being told of h e r
f a t h e r’s disappointment at her own birt h .
“ ‘Another split-ass,’ he said.” Freda says ,
“Mother seemed to have a need for a male
in the house to show leadership. Sh e
cl e a rly felt that August was the best and
s m a rtest of u s , so he should be given the
d u ty of going dow n t own at the age of t e n
or eleven to pay the bill s . It wasn’t just
about paying the bill s . Her underlyi n g
re a s on was to pre p a re him for the worl d . ”
“She made me believe that I could do any-
t h i n g, ” Wi l s on says . He adds, “I wanted
to be the best at whatever I did. I was the

best dishwasher in Pi t t s b u r g h .I re a lly was.
I got a raise the first day I was there .Wh e n
I sit down and wri t e, I want to write the
best play that’s ever been wri t t e n .Som e-
times that’s a fe a r s ome place to stand,
but t h a t’s when you ca ll on your coura g e . ”

Wi l s on had a high I.Q.; he also had a
g i ft for language. In kindergart e n ,he was
a l ready entertaining the class with his
s t o ri e s .By the sixth gra d e,he was turn i n g
out love poems for the girls he fancied:“I
would I could mend my fe s t e ring heart /
H a rp o oned by Cupid’s flaming dart / But
too far the shaft did penetra t e /A l a s , it is
too late.” At his Catholic grade sch o o l ,
Wi l s on’s intellectual ove r re a ching drove
the nuns cra zy. “When they said no on e
could fig u re out the Holy Tri n i ty, I was
li k e, ‘Why not?’ I instantly wanted to
p rove it could be don e, ”he says . As Wi l-
s on grew into adolescence, even his
f riends ack n owledged a certain gra n d i o s-
i ty in him; his nickname was Na p o l e on .

Wi l s on’s hankering to be spectacular
was fed not on ly by his mother’s expec-
t a t i ons but by his father’s abdica t i on s .
Fritz Kittel con s i d e red himself G e rm a n ,
a lthough when he had immigrated to
Am e ri ca ,with his three bro t h e r s , in 1915,
he was an Au s t ro - H u n g a rian citize n .T h e
first time he met Daisy,at a neighborh o o d
g ro c e ry store, she was shy. At the urging
o f her gra n d m o t h e r, the next time she
saw him she was more fli rt a t i o u s . T h ey
m a r ri e d , but by the time Wi l s on was
b o rn ,Linda Jean says ,Fritz was staying at
the house on ly on weekends and living in
a hotel during the week.Wi l s on re m e m-
bers him as “m o s t ly not there, ” a d d i n g,
“You stayed out of his way if he was
t h e re . ” Fritz was, Wi l s on says , “an ex-
t re m e ly talented baker, ”who worked for a
while at New Yo rk ’s Wa l d o rf - A s t o ri a .H e
was also a wine dri n k e r — “M u s catel by
the gall on”—and couldn’t keep a job.

The on ly father-son experience Wi l s on
remembers was being taken dow n t ow n
by Fritz in a blizza rd to get a pair of G e n e
Au t ry cow b oy boots.“He gave me a bunch
o f ch a n g e, about seve n ty - five cents, a n d
told me,‘Jingle it.’To let them know I had
m on ey. ” Ot h e rw i s e, his memories focus
on his father’s hectoring abuse. Wi l s on
re fers to fe rocious arguments, w h i ch
s ometimes ended with Fritz outside heav-
i n g b ri cks at their window s .“We knew to
h i d e, ” Freda says . “We ran together, w e’d
f a ll behind the bed together, t h e n ,o bv i-
o u s ly, s om e one would sneak up to the
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and was placed in the advanced cl a s s .
“T h e re was a note on my desk eve ry sin-
gle day. It said, ‘Go home nigger, ’ ” Wi l-
s on says . The indignities—the shov i n g,
the name-ca ll i n g, the tri p p i n g — w e re
c on s t a n t ; so was Wi l s on’s bra w l i n g. T h e
C h ristian Brothers fre q u e n t ly sent him
h ome by taxi. “T h ey would have to walk
me through a gantlet of, l i k e, f o rty kids. I
would alw ays want to say to them, ‘B u t
yo u’re not saying anything to these forty
g u ys . Yo u’re just escorting me thro u g h
them as though they have a right to stand
h e re .’ ” T h e n , one day when Wi l s on was
in his early teens, a student standing in
f ront of him during the Pledge of A ll e-
giance made mention of the “n i g g e r”
behind him. “I said, ‘ O. K . ,b u d d y, ’ ” a n d ,
at “l i b e rty and justice for all , ” Wi l s on
p u n ched him. “We go down to Bro t h e r
M a rt i n’s ,and he’s ready to send me hom e .
I said,‘H ey,w hy don’t we just do this per-
m a n e n t ly? I do not want to go to sch o o l
h e re anym o re .’ ” Wi l s on went next to a
v o ca t i onal sch o o l , w h e re the aca d e m i c
c ontent was “I swear, like fift h - g ra d e
w o rk . ”When his shop teach e r,a n g ry that
Wi l s on had knocked in a thumbtack with
a T- s q u a re,p u n ched Wi l s on so hard that
he knocked him off his ch a i r, Wi l s on
lunged at the teacher and “bounced him
o f f the black b o a rd . ”“ G i ve me a pink slip, ”
he said. “I’m leaving this sch o o l . ”

At fift e e n , Wi l s on ended up at Glad-
s t one High Sch o o l , taking tenth-gra d e
classes but still offic i a lly in the ninth
g ra d e .He sulked in cl a s s , sat in the back ,
and refused to part i c i p a t e . T h e n , in an
e f f o rt to redeem himself in the eyes of a
b l a ck teach e r, who ran an aft e r - s ch o o l
c o llege club Wi l s on wanted to join, h e
decided to take one assignment seri o u s ly.
It was an essay on a histori cal fig u re, a n d
Wi l s on chose Na p o l e on . “The fact that
he was a self-made man, that he was a
lieutenant in the army and became the
e m p e ro r,I liked that,”Wi l s on says .He re-
s e a rched it; he wrote it; he rented a typ e-
writer with mon ey he’d earned mow i n g
lawns and washing ca r s ;he paid his sister
Linda Jean tw e n ty - five cents a page to
type it; and then he handed it in.

“The next day, the teacher asked me
to stay after cl a s s , ” Wi l s on says . On 
the paper the teacher had written tw o
m a rks—A-plus and E, a failing gra d e .
“I’m gonna give you one of these tw o
g ra d e s , ” he told Wi l s on . Suspecting that
one of Wi l s on’s older sisters had wri t t e n

t e m p e ra m e n t .“He was a kid with a tem-
p e r, ” Freda says . “And a sorry loser, b e-
ca u s e, in his mind, i f he played to win he
should win because he should have fig-
u red out whatever stra t e gy was needed to
w i n . And not fig u ring out that stra t e gy
was just highly unacceptable to him.” I n
this re g a rd ,Wi l s on hasn’t changed mu ch
over the ye a r s . “My go o d n e s s , when he
got emotional he was mad sca ry, ”s ays the
p ro fessor and play wright Rob Pe n ny,w h o
was one of Wi l s on’s closest friends on the
H i ll .“Yo u’d think he was gonna snap out,
a t t a ck yo u , or beat you up or som e t h i n g.
He was ve ry intense.” When he was
about tw e n ty, Wi l s on cuffed his sister
D onna and broke her jaw. I asked Con-
s t a n za Rom e ro what she had found most
s u rp rising about Wi l s on after she marri e d
h i m , and she said,“His temper—his tem-
per sca red me.” She re fe r red to an explo-
s i on over a misplaced teleph one number.
“He went cra zy, a b s o l u t e ly bon k e r s , ”s h e
s a i d . “He starts speaking ve ry stron g ly,
cussing himself o u t . He re a lly doesn’t
a ll ow himself a ny mistakes, a ny leew ay. ”

“I just alw ays felt that the society was
lined up against yo u , ”Wi l s on says .“T h a t
in order to do anything in the world yo u
w e re going to have to battle this thing that
was out there . It wasn’t gonna give yo u
a ny quart e r. ”For Wi l s on , the battle began
in earnest when he was a freshman at
C e n t ral Catholic High Sch o o l ,w h e re he
was the on ly black student in his gra d e

w i n d ow and look dow n . ”I f Wi l s on cl o s e s
his eyes to con j u re up his father, he sees a
t a ll man singing a German song to him-
s e l f as he comes home from work with
t h ree-foot-high brown bags full of b a k e d
go o d s . “When he got angry, the next
thing you know, Dad was just throw i n g
the bags on the floor and stomping and
c rushing all the doughnuts and things in
the bag, ” Linda Jean re ca ll s . “And we
needed those morsels.” One T h a n k s g i v-
i n g, in a tantru m ,Fritz pulled the door off
the oven and Daisy had to prop it back up
with a s t i ck so the turk ey could fin i s h
ro a s t i n g. Fri t z’s tranquil moments could
be as tyra n n i cal as his outb u r s t s . “He be-
l i eved in reading the papers,” Freda says .
“We had to sit dow n . We were not al-
l owed to talk. We were not all owed to
p l ay. It was complete silence.” Freda saw
him as a displaced person , “an off-the-
b o a t - type person . ” She says , “I don’t
think he ever fit here in Am e ri ca . I don’t
think he ever accepted black people. O r
the culture . I think for my whole family
t h e re’s a deep sense of a b a n d on m e n t . ”B y
1 9 5 7 , when Wi l s on was tw e lve, D a i s y
had divorced Kittel and taken up with
David Bedford , a black man whom she
later marri e d . “I loved the man,”Wi l s on
s ays of B e d f o rd , an avid reader who was
a com mu n i ty leader, and who, Wi l s on
l e a rn e d , a fter his death in 1969, h a d
spent tw e n ty - t h ree years in pri s on .

Wi l s on inherited his father’s volatile

“Wh a t’s this they say, B i l l y, about a new, m o re virulent strain of te e n - a ger ? ”

• •



the paper, he asked, “Can you prove to
me that you wrote this?”Wi l s on re m e m-
bers sayi n g, “H ey, unless you ca ll eve ry-
body in here and have all the people
p rove they wrote them, even the on e s
that went and copied out of the encycl o-
pedia word for word , I don’t feel I should
h a ve to prove anyt h i n g. ”The teacher cir-
cled the E and handed the paper back . “I
t o re it up,t h rew it in the wastebasket, a n d
walked out of s ch o o l , ”Wi l s on says .

E ve ry morning for the rest of t h e
s chool ye a r, rather than tell his mother
h e’d dropped out, Wi l s on walked thre e
b l o cks to the local libra ry. Over the next
four ye a r s , by his own estimation ,he re a d
t h ree hundred book s , spending as many
as five hours a day in the libra ry. He re a d
eve ryt h i n g — s o c i o l o gy,a n t h ro p o l o gy,t h e-
o l o gy,fic t i on . “The world opened up, ”h e
s ays . “I could wander through the stack s .
I didn’t need anyone to teach me. A ll yo u
had to do was have an interest and a will-
ingness to extract the inform a t i on from
the book . ” It was about this time that
Wi l s on began to see himself as a kind of
w a r ri o r,s u rviving unapologetica lly on his
own term s .The first person with whom he
had to do battle was Daisy, whose dashed
d reams for her son made her a furious op-
p on e n t .“ She told him he was no go o d ,
that he would amount to nothing, ”L i n d a
Jean says .“It was re l e n t l e s s .It was an agony
for him. He suffe red many indignities.
He was often denied food. She would
take the food out of the re f ri g e ra t o r,put it
in her bedro om , l o ck the door, and then
go out. He was made to live in the base-
ment for a while.She said he was dirty.Sh e
d i d n’t want him in the house upstairs.”

By the time Wi l s on was banished to
the basement, he had decided to becom e
a wri t e r. “I was like, ‘ O. K . , I’m gonna sit
h e re, I’m gonna write some stori e s . I’ll
s h ow yo u , ’ ” Wi l s on says . “I was gon n a
d e m on s t rate my worth to her. I nego t i-
ated cooking pri v i l e g e s .I’d get fifteen cents
and go buy me three pounds of p o t a t o e s .
I was gonna demon s t rate that I could fe e d
and take ca re of m ys e l f. ”He lasted a week.
“My mother was ve ry disappointed,”Wi l-
s on s ays .“ She saw a lot of potential that
I’d squandere d , as far as she was con-
c e rn e d . ”To get out of the house, Wi l s on
joined the Arm y. He took the Offic e r
Candidate School test and came in secon d
in his battalion , just two points behind the
l e a d e r.T h e n ,as often happens in Wi l s on’s
p l ays and in his life, he came up against

the ru l e s : to be an offic e r, you had to be
n i n e t e e n ; he was seve n t e e n . An d , i f h e
c o u l d n’t be an offic e r,he wasn’t i n t e re s t e d .

Wi l s on headed across the country to
C a l i f o rn i a , w h e re he worked in a ph a r-
m a cy, until his father’s terminal ill n e s s
b rought him back to Pi t t s b u r g h . Wi l s on
and Linda Jean visited their father, w h o
told them stories about being in the Arm y
and the battle of the Argonne Fo re s t .
“Then he suddenly looked up and said,
‘Who are yo u ? ’ ” Wi l s on says . “He basi-
ca lly chased us out of t h e re,but for a cou-
ple of hours we had a great time.”On his
d e a t h b e d , Wi l s on’s father ca lled for his
s on “Fri t z . ” A ft e rw a rd , Wi l s on wrote a
muted memori a l , “Poem for the Ol d
M a n , ”w h i ch begins by ev oking his father
in his prime (“Old Fri t z , when young /
could lay a hare m”) and ends with Wi l s on
h i m s e l f ( “his boxing boy / Is hitting all the
n ew places / Too soon to make a mark” ) .

Wi l s on took refuge in the Afri ca n -
Am e ri can com mu n i ty, and it, in turn ,
n u rt u red him and contained him and his
rage at his father’s abandon m e n t .“H e’s so
faithful to the black n e s s .H e’s faithful like
a father—that re p resents fid e l i ty to him,”
s ays James Earl Jon e s , who starred in
“Fe n c e s . ” Wi l s on found another father
fig u re in Chawley Wi ll i a m s ,a black dru g
dealer turned poet,who became his pro-
tector on the stre e t . “August wasn’t re a lly
b l a ck . He was half-and-half, ” Wi ll i a m s
s ays . “He was too dark to be white, a n d
he was too white to be dark .He was in no
m a n’s land. I knew he was lost. I was lost.
K i n d red brothers know one another.We

w e re trying to become men. We didn’t
even know what it meant.” In time,Wi l-
s on would write himself into the center
o f m o d e rn black Am e ri can history. B u t
when he hit the streets he had no mon ey,
no marketable skill s , no proven talent.
He was, he says , “s e a rching for som e-
thing you can claim as yo u r s . ”

On Ap ril 1, 1 9 6 4 , Wi l s on walked
into dow n t own Pittsburgh to Mc-

Fe r ron’s typ ewriter store and put tw e n ty
d o llars on the counter for a heavy black
R oyal St a n d a rd in the window. H e’d
e a rned the mon ey by writing a term
p a p e r — “Two Violent Po e t s :R o b e rt Fro s t
and Carl Sa n d b u r g”—for Fre d a ,who was
then at Fo rdham Unive r s i ty. He lugged
the typ ewriter up the Hill to the base-
ment apartment he’d rented in a board-
ing house, placed the machine on the
k i t chen table, put a piece of l o o s e - l e a f
paper in it, and typed his name.Ac t u a lly,
he typed eve ry possible com b i n a t i on of h i s
n a m e— Fre d A .K i t t e l ,Fre d e ri ck A.K i t-
t e l ,Fre d e ri ck A.Wi l s on ,A .Wi l s on ,Au-
gust Wi l s on—and settled fin a lly on the l a s t
b e cause it looked best on paper. He then
l a b o ri o u s ly typed a batch of p o e m s .H e’d
h e a rd that Ha rp er ’s paid a dollar a line, s o
he sent the poems there . “T h ey ca m e
b a ck three days later, ”Wi l s on says .“I said,
‘ O h , I see.This is seri o u s . I’m gonna have
to learn how to write a poem.’ I wasn’t de-
t e r red by that. I was emboldened.” B u t
b e cause he “d i d n’t like the feeling of re j e c-
t i on , ” Wi l s on didn’t send out another
poem for five ye a r s . (His first published

“Then I thought, Why should I spend it all on fancy law yer s ? ”



w o rk was “Muhammad Ali,” w h i ch ap-
p e a red in B l ack Wo rld in 1969.) “It was suf-
fic i e n t for me to know that I wrote poetry
and I was growing as an art i s t , ” he says .

Most sightings of Wi l s on on the Hill
w e re in re s t a u rants—the White Tow e r,
E d d i e’s Restaura n t , the B & W,M o o s e’s —
bent ove r, s c ribbling on his tablet or on
n a p k i n s . D e cades later, Wi l s on would
walk through the neighborhood and
people would stop him and ask,“You still
d ra w i n’ ? ”“I found out later people thought
I was a bum,” Wi l s on says . “The thing
that sustained me was that my idea of
m ys e l f was diffe rent from the idea that
s o c i e ty, my mother, and even some of
my friends had of m e . I saw mys e l f as 
a grand person . ”He adds, “I saw the pic-
t u res of R i ch a rd Wri g h t , La n g s t on
H u g h e s — a ll of them alw ays had a suit
on . I thought, Ye a h ,t h a t’s me. I want to
be like that.” At a local thri ft shop, h e
bought white shirts for a dime,the bro a d
ties he favored for a nick e l ,and sports coats
for thirty - five cents.In the poetic sph e re,
h e’d come under the influence of Dyl a n
T h om a s , and he went through the Black
Power movement with a coat and tie and
a pipe, i n t oning poetry in an English ac-
c e n t .“People thought he was cra zy in the
n e i g h b o rh o o d , ”C h a w l ey Wi lliams says .
He adds, “When I met Au g u s t , I was in
the drug w o rl d .H e re come Au g u s t .H e’s
s e n s i t i ve, h e’s art i c u l a t e, he has talent,
h e’s trying to wri t e . And the hustlers of
the streets is at h i m .T h ey could get him
to do things, ’ cause he wanted to belon g.
He would all ow them to come to wher-
ever he stayed at to eat, to get high and
shoot their dope, to lie up with diffe re n t
w om e n .T h ey were trying to get him to
get high. I put a halt to that.”

Fish love water, it is said, and are
c o oked in it. But although Wi l s on swam
in this pre d a t o ry world he never fe l t
t h re a t e n e d .I f you ask him now to imag-
ine the street back then, a smile cro s s e s
his face; he holds out his big right hand
and trembles it. “A shimmy, ” he says .
“The avenue shimmere d . H u n d reds of
people on the sidew a l k s .L i fe going on . ”
The vibra n cy ravished him.O n c e, ri d i n g
up Centre Avenue in a fri e n d’s conve rt-
i b l e, Wi l s on heard gunshots. “I hopped
out of the car and ran down to where 
the gunshots were, ” he says . “T h e re’s 
this woman chasing the man around 
the ca r, a n d —b o o m !—she shot him. H e
was bleeding, and he asked this guy,

‘M a n ,d ri ve me to the hospital.’The guy
s a i d , ‘You ain’t gon’ get all that blood in
my ca r ! ’ ”Wi l s on adds,“I remember on e
time I didn’t go to bed for damn near
t h ree days because eve ry time I’d go to
bed I felt like I was missing som e t h i n g. ”

A lthough Little Rich a rd , Fra n k i e
Lym on and the Te e n a g e r s , C h u ck

B e r ry, and other ro ck and ro llers had
s p i lled over the back - y a rd fences of Wi l-
s on’s ch i l d h o o d , it wasn’t until this time
that he first heard the blues.For a nickel at
a St . Vincent de Paul ch a ri ty shop, h e
bought a bootleg 78-r. p. m . re c o rd on
whose tattered ye ll ow label he could make
out the words “Bessie Sm i t h : ‘Nobody in
Town Can Bake a Sweet Jelly Roll Like
M i n e .’ ” Sm i t h’s impudent, u n a b a s h e d
sound stunned him. “The universe stut-
t e red and eve rything fe ll to a new place, ”
he wrote later. Like James Baldwin, w h o
wrote that hearing Bessie Smith for the
first time “helped to re c oncile me to being
a ‘n i g g e r, ’ ”Wi l s on saw the moment as an
e p i ph a ny: “a birt h , a baptism, and a re-

d e m p t i on all ro lled up into on e . ”Wi l s on
p l ayed the new re c o rd tw e n ty - two times
s t ra i g h t . “Then I started laughing, yo u
k n ow, ’ cause it suddenly dawned on me
that there was another re c o rd on the
other side.”He adds,“It made me look at
the world diffe re n t ly. It gave the people
in the ro oming house where I live d ,a n d
also my mother, a history I didn’t know
t h ey had. It was the beginning of m y
c onsciousness that I was the ca r rier of
s ome ve ry valuable antecedents.”

Wi l s on considers the blues “the best
l i t e ra t u re we have . ”As a way of p re p a ri n g
the emotional landscape for each play of
his cycl e, he submerges himself in the
blues of the peri o d .For “H e dl ey, ” for in-
s t a n c e, h e’s asking himself, “H ow’d we
get from Pe rcy Sl e d g e’s ‘Wa rm and Te n-
der Love’ to ‘You My Bitch’ ? ” E ven the
s t ru c t u re of his sentences—the fre q u e n t
re i t e ra t i on of themes and word s — ow e s
mu ch to the mu s i c’s re p e t i t i on s , its ra u-
cous pitch and improvised irony. From
“Two Trains Ru n n i n g” :

A nigger with a gun is bad news. Yo u
c a n ’t even use the word “nigger” and “gun”
in the same sentence. You say the word
“gun” in the same sentence with the word
“nigger” and you in trouble. The white man
panic. Unless you say, “The policeman shot
the nigger with his gun.”

He part i c u l a rly likes it when singers
speak their names in son g. “T h e re’s

5 8 THE NEW YO R K E R, APRIL 16, 2001

CHIQUITA GREGORY

Sa g a p on a ck swings the Atlantic around its head
Like an athlete in the windup for the hammer throw.
It is a hurri cane and the ra d i o
Predicts a tornado will foll ow.

The air violently
Sm e lls fresh like now h e re else,
And I am just assuming it is
You ca lling to eve ryone lunch is re a d y.

We are heads bow e d
At our place ca rd s . Zeus is saying gra c e
When the chairs begin to shake and lightning outside
Sh a zams you back to life, t s u n a m i

Light as a fe a t h e r, the feather of l i fe,
Ve ry long legs,
Ve ry short short s , a ch e f ’s apron in fron t , so that from
B e h i n d . . . G o d d e s s ,



s omething won d e rful about that,” h e
s ays . “T h ey’re making a stand. T h ey’re
s ayi n g,‘This is me.This is what I have to
s ay.’ ” In the context of what Zo ra Ne a l e
H u r s t on ca lled “the muteness of s l a v-
e ry, ”the notion of singing solo and mak-
ing a personal statement is, for Afri ca n -
Am e ri ca n s , a com p a ra t i ve ly new and
e x t ra o rd i n a ri ly potent thing,w h i ch Wi l-
s on dra m a t i zes in his plays . In his the-
a t ri cal voca b u l a ry, “finding a son g” i s
both the expre s s i on of s p i rit and the ac-
c omplishment of i d e n t i ty. Some of h i s
ch a racters have a song that they ca n’t
b ro a d ca s t ; others have given up singing;
s ome have been bru t a l i zed into near-
mu t e n e s s ; and others have turned the
absence of a destiny into tall talk—the
rh e t o ric of d e fe r red dre a m s . But Wi l-
s on’s most bri lliant demon s t ra t i on of
“ca r rying other people’s songs and not
having one of my ow n”—as one ch a ra c-
ter puts it—is in “Joe Tu rn e r’s Come and
G on e, ” w h e re a con j u re man ca ll e d
B yn u m , who has a son g, discourses with
Lo om i s , who has been separated from
h i s .B ynum says :

N o w, I can look at you, Mr. Loomis, and
see you a man who done forgot his song.
F o rgot how to sing it. A fellow forget that
and he forget who he is. Forget how he’s sup-
posed to mark down life. . . . See, Mr. Loomis,
when a man forgets his song he goes off in
s e a rch of it . . . till he find out he’s got it with
him all the time. 

M u s i c , in Wi l s on’s plays , is more than
s l i ck Bro a d w ay entert a i n m e n t . A juba
dance banged out on a table, a work son g
beaten out with chairs and glasses, a gut-
b u cket blues demon s t rate the Afri ca n -
Am e ri can genius for making som e t h i n g
out of n o t h i n g. T h ey take an empty
w o rl d , as Ma Ra i n ey says , and “fill it up
with som e t h i n g. ”

Blues people, Ra l ph Ell i s on on c e
wro t e, a re “those who accepted and

l i ved close to their folk experi e n c e . ” O n
the Hill , the blues cemented in Wi l s on’s
mind the notion that he was som e h ow
“the conduit of a n c e s t o r s . ” We s t’s Fu-
n e ral Hom e— w h i ch fig u res in “Tw o
Trains Ru n n i n g”—was just around the
c o rner from Eddie’s Restaura n t , a n d
Wi l s on , for some deep personal re a s on
and not for art’s sake, felt com p e lled ro u-
t i n e ly to pay his respects to whom eve r
had died. “I didn’t have to know them. I
felt that this is a life that has gone before
m e, ” he explains. From Claude McKay’s
“H ome to Harl e m , ” he learned of a
h a n gout in his own neighborhood ca ll e d
Pa t’s Pl a c e—a cigar store with a pool 
h a ll in the back — w h e re a lot of the com-
mu n i ty elders con g re g a t e d . Pa t’s Pl a c e
b e came Wi l s on’s Ox f o rd , and its garru-
lous denize n s — “walking history book s , ”
Wi l s on ca lls them—his tutors. T h ey
ca lled him Yo u n g b l o o d . “I was just like,

‘H ey, m a n ,h ow did you get to be so old,
’ cause it’s hard out here .’ I re a lly wanted
to know how they surv i ve d .H ow do yo u
get to be seve n ty years old in Am e ri ca ? ”
Wi l s on re ca lls meeting one old man at
Pa t’s Place who said to him, “I been
w a t ch i n’ yo u . You ca r ryi n’ a round a ten-
g a ll on buck e t . You ca r ry that ten-gall on
b u cket through life, and you gon’ a lw ays
be disappointed. Get you a little cup.
An d , that way, i f s omebody put a little bit
in it,w hy,you got sumpin’ . ”Wi l s on adds,
“I managed to cut it down to a gall on
b u ck e t , but I never did get that little cup. ”

“What I discove red is that wri t i n g
was the on ly thing society would all ow
me to do, ” he said in 1991. “I couldn’t
h a ve a job or be a lawyer because I didn’t
do all the things necessary. What I was
a ll owed to do was wri t e .I f t h ey saw me
over in the corner scribbling on a piece of
paper they would say, ‘That is just a nig-
ger over in the corner scribbling on a
piece of p a p e r.’ Nobody said, ‘H ey, yo u
ca n’t do that.’So I felt fre e . ”On the stre e t ,
as a defe n s i ve maneuve r, Wi l s on says he
“l e a rned to keep my mouth shut,” b u t ,
a c c o rding to Chawley Wi ll i a m s , “w h e n
August stood onstage and read his po-
e t ry, t h e re was a diffe rence in him that
d i d n’t exist at no other time.He stood tall
and pro u d . He stood with that defin i t e-
n e s s . ” He was supported in this pursuit
by his friends in the neighborh o o d —
Wi ll i a m s , Rob Pe n ny, and Ni ch o l a s
Fl o u rn oy, who were all aspiring poets.
The group founded the Centre Ave n u e
Poets T h e a t re Wo rk s h o p, out of w h i ch
came the journal C o n n e c t i o n (Wi l s on was
its poetry editor), then the Halfway Art
G a ll e ry, a n d , f rom 1968 to 1972, t h e
B l a ck Hori zons T h e a t re, w h i ch Wi l s on
co-founded with Pe n ny, who served as
house play wri g h t .

Du ring this time,Wi l s on had a daugh-
t e r,Sakina An s a ri (to whom “Joe Tu rn e r’s
C ome and Gon e” is dedica t e d ) , in a mar-
riage to Brenda Burt on ,w h i ch ended in
1 9 7 3 . “ She moved out with the baby, ”
Linda Jean says . “August came home to
an empty house. The shock and pain
w e re unbearable to him.In a nutshell ,s h e
thought his writing was a waste of t i m e,
he wouldn’t amount to anyt h i n g. ” A l-
though Wi l s on himself a lw ays felt suc-
c e s s f u l , he says , he still hadn’t ach i eve d
what he ca ll s , quoting the poet R o b e rt
Du n ca n , “s u re ty—the line burned in the
h a n d . ”He says ,“I had been trying to get
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You have re t u rned to earth in a mood and
In a storm , and I have no doubt that
Ir replaceable trees on Sagg Main are dave n i n g
T h e m s e lves to the gro u n d .T h ey

Rend their clothes and tear their hair out out
O f j oy. C h i q u i t a ,h ow can anyone be so
An g ry who has died? The whirling light in
The dri ve is the police, h e re

To urge the last holdouts in houses near the
Ocean to leave .To help us
D e c i d e, t h ey suave ly ask for the name of next of k i n .
The ocean bursts into tow e ring flames of f o a m .

The lobsters in the pot are scre a m i n g
Inside the reddening ro a r.
Your aproned ghost keeps boiling more, keeps boiling more,
And turns to serve the go re .

— Fre d erick Seidel



to that point. I d i d n’t appro a ch it lightly.
I worked con c e rt e dly tow a rd growt h . ”
Fi n a lly, in 1973,in a poem ca lled “M o rn i n g
St a t e m e n t , ”Wi l s on found his poetic voice:

It is the middle of winter
November 21 to be exact
I got up, buckled my shoes,
I caught a bus and went riding into town.
I just thought I’d tell you.

“The poem didn’t pretend to be any-
thing else, ”Wi l s on says . “It wasn’t stru g-
gling to say eternal things. It was just
claiming the ground as its own thing.
For me, it was so libera t i n g. ” But his lib-
e ra t i on as a play wright didn’t begin until
M a rch 5, 1 9 7 8 , when he moved away
f rom the Hill , to St . Pa u l , M i n n e s o t a ,
w h e re he married Judy Ol i ve r,a white so-
cial work e r. In doing so, he went from a
n e i g h b o rhood that had fifty - five thou-
sand blacks to a state that had the same
n u m b e r.“T h e re were n’t many black folks
a ro u n d , ” he says . “In that silence, I could
hear the language for the first time.”
Until then, Wi l s on says , he hadn’t “v a l-
ued or respected the way that black folks
t a l k e d . I’d alw ays thought that in order to
c reate art out of it you had to ch a n g e
t h a t . ” Now he missed the street talk and
wanted to pre s e rve it. “I got lon e ly and
missed those guys and sort of c re a t e d
t h e m , ” he says . “I could hear the mu s i c . ”

I I I

By the time Wi l s on re a ched St . Pa u l ,
h e’d directed a handful of a m a t e u r

p ro d u c t i on s , and his friend the dire c t o r
Claude Pu rdy had staged a mu s i cal satire
based on a series of Wi l s on’s poems. B u t
despite a paying gig at the Science Mu-
seum of M i n n e s o t a ,w h e re Wi l s on wro t e
ch i l d re n’s plays on science-related sub-
j e c t s ,he was,by anyon e’s standard , a the-
a t ri cal tyro. As early as 1976, h e’d begun
w o rk on a piece about Ma Ra i n ey, b u t
t h e n , he says , “it never occurred to me to
make the musicians ch a racters in the
p l ay. I couldn’t have written the ch a ra c-
t e r s . ” His dialogue had a kind of flo ri d
a rt i n e s s . In one of his early dramatic ex-
p e ri m e n t s , w h i ch inv o lved a conve r s a-
t i on between an old man and a wom a n
on a park bench , the woman said,“Te r ro r
hangs over the night like a hawk.” Wi l-
s on had at least one play, “The Coldest
D ay of the Ye a r, ”p roduced in this stilted
s tyl e . “It wasn’t black Am e ri can lan-
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inau g u ra tes the annual father-son ri tual of playing ca t ch in the back yard, the park , or any other ava i l a ble spac e.



g u a g e, ” he says . It wasn’t theatre, e i t h e r.
In the fall of 1 9 7 7 , Wi l s on ca m e

a c ross the work of the painter Rom a re
B e a rd e n . As he thumbed through Bear-
d e n’s series of c o llages “The Prevalence of
R i t u a l , ” he discove red his “a rtistic men-
t o r. ” B e a rd e n’s paintings made simple
what Wi l s on’s writing had so far on ly
g roped to formu l a t e :“B l a ck life pre s e n t e d
on its own term s , on a grand and epic
s ca l e,with all its ri chness and full n e s s ,i n
a language that was vibrant and which ,
made attendant to eve ryd ay life, e n n o-
bled it, a f firmed its value, and exalted its
p re s e n c e . ” He adds, “My re s p onse was
v i s c e ra l . I was looking at mys e l f in ways I
h a d n’t thought of b e f o re and have neve r
ceased to think of s i n c e . ” In later ye a r s ,
Wi l s on would stand outside Beard e n’s
house on Canal St re e t , in New Yo rk , “i n
silent hom a g e,d a ring mys e l f to knock . ”
He didn’t knock , b u t , he has wri t t e n , i f
B e a rden “had answere d . . . and if I w e re
w e a ring a hat, I would have taken it off i n
t ri b u t e . ” (In the end,Wi l s on’s true hom-
age was his plays , two of w h i ch — “M i ll
H a n d’s Lu n ch Buck e t , ” w h i ch beca m e
“Joe Tu rn e r, ” and “The Piano Le s s on” —
t o ok their titles from Bearden paintings.) 

Years before, Wi l s on , who then
“c o u l d n’t write dialogue, ” had asked Rob
Pe n ny, “H ow do you make ch a ra c t e r s
t a l k ? ”Pe n ny answere d ,“You don’t .You lis-
ten to them.”Now,in 1979,when Wi l s on
sat down to write “Ji t n ey, ” a play set at the
taxi stand that had been one of Wi l s on’s

h a n gouts on the Hill ,the penny,as it were,
d ro p p e d .For the first time,he was able to
listen to his ch a racters and let them speak.
“I found that exhilara t i n g, ” he says . “I t
felt like this was what I’d been looking for,
s omething that was mine,that would en-
able me to say anyt h i n g. ”For Wi l s on ,t h e
reve l a t i on was that “language descri b e s
the idea of the one who speaks; so if I’m
speaking the oppre s s o r’s language I’m in
essence speaking his ideas, t o o. This is
w hy I think blacks speak their own lan-
g u a g e, b e cause they have to find another
w ay. ”While writing “Ji t n ey, ”he proved to
h i m s e l f that he didn’t have to re c on s t i t u t e
b l a ck life ; he just had to ca p t u re it.

Wi l s on sat at Arthur Tre a ch e r’s Fi s h
& Chips, a re s t a u rant up the street from
his apartment in St .Pa u l , for ten days in a
row until the play was fin i s h e d .At Pe n ny’s
s u g g e s t i on ,he submitted it to the O’Ne i ll
Pl ay wrights Con fe re n c e, a sprawling es-
tate in Wa t e rf o rd , C on n e c t i c u t , w h e re
e a ch summer about a dozen play wri g h t s
a re provided with a dra m a t u r g e, a dire c-
t o r, and a cast to let them explore their
flawed but promising plays .The O’Ne i ll
rejected “Ji t n ey ” ; its incredulous author,
assuming that no one had read it, s u b-
mitted the play again. The O’Ne i ll re-
jected it again.Wi l s on took serious stock
o f his newfound ca ll i n g ; his inner dia-
l o g u e, he says , was “ ‘M aybe it’s not as
good as you think. You have to write a
better play.’ ‘I’ve already written the best
p l ay I can wri t e .’ ‘Why don’t you wri t e

a b ove your talent?’ ‘ O h , m a n , h ow ca n
you do that?’ ‘We ll , you can write beneath
i t , ca n’t yo u ? ’‘ O h , ye a h .’ ”Wi l s on turn e d
b a ck to the play on Ma Ra i n ey and be-
gan to imagine it diffe re n t ly. “I opened 
up the door to the band ro om , ” he says .
“ Sl ow Drag and Cutler was talking about
h ow Sl ow Drag got his name. Then this
guy walked in—he had glasses, ca r ryi n g
the books—he became To l e d o. I had 
d i s c ove red them and got them talking. ”

On August 1,1 9 8 2 , the producer Ben
M o rd e ca i , who had re c e n t ly be-

c ome the managing director of the Ya l e
R e p e rt o ry T h e a t re, d rove up to Wa t e r-
f o rd to see his boss, Ll oyd Rich a rd s .
R i ch a rd s , who is of J a m a i can descent,
was the head of the Yale Drama Sch o o l
a n d , for more than thirty ye a r s , w o rk e d
d u ring the summer as the artistic dire c t o r
o f the O’Ne i ll .He is a man of few word s ,
most of them ca re f u lly ch o s e n . “Is there
a nyone here I should meet?” M o rd e ca i
asked Rich a rd s . “Meet him,” R i ch a rd s
s a i d , nodding tow a rd the porch of t h e
main building,w h e re Wi l s on was sitting.
When “Ma Ra i n ey’s Black Bottom” w a s
accepted at the O’Ne i ll , Wi l s on stum-
bled onto the right person at the ri g h t
place at the right time. Other Afri ca n -
Am e ri ca n s , s u ch as Ed Bull i n s , w h o s e
“Tw e n t i e t h - C e n t u ry Cycl e” did for
South Ph i l a d e l phia in the sixties and sev-
enties what Wi l s on would do for Pi t t s-
b u r g h ,w e re not as luck y. With access to
t h e a t res and to grant-giving agencies,
R i ch a rd s , who had directed “A Raisin in
the Su n” on Bro a d w ay, was well posi-
t i oned to usher Wi l s on’s talent dire c t ly
into the mainstre a m . R i ch a rds beca m e,
Wi l s on wro t e, “my guide, my mentor,
and my prov o ca t e u r, ” and all of Wi l s on’s
subsequent plays until “ Seven Gu i t a r s ”
would foll ow the same golden path—
f rom the O’Ne i ll to Yale to Bro a d w ay.

When “Ma Ra i n ey ” went to Ya l e, i n
1 9 8 4 , R i ch a rds took ove r. “We go into
the ro om with the actors, we read the
p l ay, ” Wi l s on says , d e s c ribing the fir s t
d ay of re h e a r s a l .“An actor had a question
about a ch a ra c t e r. I started to speak, a n d
Ll oyd answered the question .T h e re was
another question , and Ll oyd answered it
a g a i n . I remember there was a mom e n t
when I thought, The old fox know s
w h a t’s going on . This is gonna be O. K . ”
“We had a pattern of w o rk , ”R i ch a rd s
s ays of their part n e r s h i p, w h i ch in time

“I just don’t want to tu rn into one of those women who 
n ever shut up about the Du chess of Wi n d s o r. ”



would become as influential as that of
Tennessee Wi lliams and Elia Ka za n . “I
would work on it, ch e ck it with him, so I
i n cluded him,but I was the dire c t o r. ”H e
a d d s , “August was ve ry re c e p t i ve in the
e a rly days .He had a lot to learn and knew
i t .He was a big spon g e, a b s o rbing eve ry-
t h i n g. ” R i ch a rds sent him to the sound
b o o t h , to the paint shop, to the lighting
d e s i g n e r.“As he learned stru c t u re— p l ay-
wri t i n g, re a lly—he was also learning ev-
e rything else, ”R i ch a rds says .

R i ch a rds is not a gre g a rious man, a n d
his natural reticence complements his col-
l a b o ra t i ve, i n d i rect way of w o rk i n g : “I try
to prov oke the artist to find the answer I
want him to fin d . ” When Wi l s on sent
R i ch a rds a ve r s i on of “The Piano Le s-
son , ”he says ,“Ll oyd ca lls me up and says ,
‘I think you have one too many scenes
t h e re .’ ‘ O. K . ,Ll oyd , I’ll look at that.’E n d
o f c onve r s a t i on . I go to the play. I see this
scene that looks like it’s expendable. I
p u ll it out.Talking to Ll oyd about som e-
thing else a couple of d ays later, I say,
‘ O h , Ll oyd , by the way, I took the scene
o u t .’ Ll oyd says , ‘ G o o d .’ To this day, I
d on’t know if we were talking about the
same scene.” R i ch a rds says , “He cut the
scene that needed to be cut.” He adds,
“August writes won d e rful scenes. H e
must think they’re won d e rf u l ,’ cause they
go on and on and on .To the point where
t h ey advance the play mu ch further than
it needs to be advanced at that mom e n t . ”
Wi l s on’s “Fe n c e s , ”w h i ch was the secon d -
m o s t - p roduced play on Am e ri can pro fe s-
s i onal stages in 1989,was tra n s f o rmed by
R i ch a rd s , over seve ral pro d u c t i on s ,f rom
a four-and-a-half-hour first appeara n c e
at the O’Ne i ll to its com m e rcial length of
less than three hours not just by cutting
but by re o r g a n i z i n g.This began Wi l s on’s
p ractice of re fining his plays in the re-
g i on a l s .“The Piano Le s s on” — w h i ch in-
v o lves a contest for ownership of a pri ze d
f a m i ly piano between a sister,who wants
to keep it as a symbol of her Afri ca n -
Am e ri can heri t a g e, and her bro t h e r,w h o
wants to sell it to buy land on the planta-
t i on where their ancestors were slave s —
had still not found a satisfactory ending
a fter a year of t o u ri n g. It fin a lly got on e
when Rich a rds suggested to Wi l s on that
the battle between the brother and sister
was missing a third party: the spirit of
the white family who also had claims on
the piano. “August wrote a won d e rf u l
s p e e ch describing how the piano ca m e

into the family and how they had stolen
it from this white family, ”R i ch a rds says .
“That brought the piece together. ”

When “The Piano Le s s on”was made
into a TV mov i e, in 1995,Wi l s on serve d
as a pro d u c e r, a shift in power that also
a u g u red a change in his re l a t i onship with
R i ch a rd s . At one meeting, a pro d u c t i on
d e s i g n e r,Pa t ricia Van Ryker, who hadn’t
read the original play — w h i ch states that
the piano’s legs are “ca rved in the manner
o f A f ri can sculpture, ” to re p resent the
ch a ra c t e r s ’A f ri can heri t a g e—laid out her
plans to decorate the piano with images
o f p l a n t a t i on life that fit within the time
f rame of the play.Wi l s on exploded.“H e
was scre a m i n g, ”Van Ryker re ca ll s .“ ‘H ow
d a re you do this! Yo u’re insulting my re l-
a t i ves! My ra c e ! ’ It was like I’d throw n
k e rosene on him.” R i ch a rds re ca lls the
m oment as “ t e r ri b l e, ” and says , “I don’t
f u n c t i on dictatori a lly. I don’t give dire c-
t i ve s . I saw August in a position of p ow e r.
I knew I couldn’t work for h i m . ”

As Wi l s on grew in con fid e n c e, c ra ft ,
and stature, it became incre a s i n g ly diffi-
cult for him to play the protégé in the
p a rt n e r s h i p. “The two of them art i s t i-
ca lly began dri fting apart , w h i ch was, I
t h i n k , a natural thing, ” M o rd e cai says .
“The coll a b o ra t i on wasn’t happening at
the level it had in earlier ye a r s . ”As Wi l s on
saw it, “Ll oyd slowed dow n , ” but it’s just
as true to say that Wi l s on grew up.Wh e n

a rewritten ve r s i on of “Ji t n ey ” was up for
p ro d u c t i on at the Pittsburgh Public T h e a-
t re, in 1996, Wi l s on chose as his dire c t o r
M a ri on McClinton , who had done in-
ve n t i ve second pro d u c t i ons of m a ny of h i s
ea rlier plays .Wi l s on may have lost a kind
o f father in the split with Rich a rd s ,but in
M c C l i n t on he gained a bro t h e r. Wh e re
R i ch a rd s ’s pro d u c t i ons were stately, M c-
C l i n t on’s are flu i d ;w h e re Rich a rd s ’s pro-
cess was form a l ,M c C l i n t on’s is re l a xe d .
“The first conve r s a t i on we had, Au g u s t
said to me, ‘My style is I don’t talk to the
a c t o r s , ’ ” M c C l i n t on re ca ll s . “I said, ‘I
d on’t ca re if you talk to the actors.Wh a t-
ever gets the inform a t i on to them the
cl e a rest and cl e a n e s t ,t h a t’s what I’m for.’”

“August is a soldier, ”M c C l i n t on says ,
and he’s re fe r ring to more than

Wi l s on’s theatri cal battles. Wi l s on ,w h o
cites the Black Power movement as “ t h e
kiln in which I was fire d , ”d e s c ribes him-
s e l f as a “race man.” And his ve ry spe-
c i fic anthro p o l o g i cal understanding of
Am e ri can history has led him to som e
h a rd , p o l i t i ca lly incorrect opinion s . Fo r
i n s t a n c e, he believes that it was a mis-
take for Afri ca n - Am e ri cans to leave the
So u t h . “The blood and bones of tw o
h u n d red and fifty years of our ancestors
a re buried in the So u t h , and we ca m e
No rt h , ” he says . “I think if w e’d staye d
South and continued to empower our-
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s e lve s , in terms of a c q u i ring land—we al-
ready had acres of f a rmland that we
ow n e d — w e’d have had ten black sena-
tors in the United St a t e s . We’d be re p re-
s e n t e d . We’d be a more cultura lly secure
and cultura lly self-sufficient people.”

Wi l s on’s insistence on pre s e rving and
sustaining an Afri ca n - Am e ri can identity
led to a well - p u b l i c i zed argument with
R o b e rt Bru s t e i n , the artistic director of
B o s t on’s Am e ri can Repert o ry T h e a t re,
that culminated in a formal debate at
New Yo rk ’s Town Hall , in 1997. Am on g
m a ny con t ra rian points, Wi l s on argued
against the current fashion for “c o l o r -
blind ca s t i n g”—a bias shared by McClin-
t on , who re fers to the practice as “ C y-
clops ca s t i n g. ” “I t’s color-blind in on e
eye, ” he says . “Yo u’re quite aware of t h e
fact that we’re black — t h a t’s why we’re
not asked to present that in our per-
f o rm a n c e, w h e re the white actors ca n
b ring whatever history and interior self-
k n owledge they have into a rehearsal pro-
cess and into the making of ch a ra c t e r. ”I n
Wi l s on’s view,to mount an all - b l a ck pro-
d u c t i on of, s ay, “Death of a Sa l e s m a n” i s
to deny us “the need to make our own 
i nve s t i g a t i ons from the cultural gro u n d
on which we stand as black Am e ri ca n s . ”
In his exchange with Bru s t e i n , Wi l s on
pointed out the tra n s p a rent inequity of
having sixty-six re g i onal theatres and 
on ly one that can be con s i d e red black .
(He subsequently con c e i ved and sup-

p o rted the Afri can Grove Institute for
the Art s , an organiza t i on that prom o t e s
A f ri ca n - Am e ri can theatre.) In Am e ri ca ,
“the subscri p t i on audience holds the seats
o f our theatres hostage to the mediocri ty
o f its tastes,and serves to impede the fur-
ther deve l o pment of an audience for the
w o rk that we do, ” he said.“I n t e n t i onal or
n o t ,it serves to keep blacks out of the thea-
t re, w h e re they suffer no ill u s i on of w e l-
c ome any w ay. ” This ca ll for an Afri ca n -
Am e ri can theatre was immediately seize d
u p on by the press as separa t i s t , d e s p i t e
the fact that Wi l s on himself d i s p u t e d
the label. “We are not separa t i s t s , as 
M r. B rustein assert s , ” he said. “We are
Am e ri cans trying to fulfill our talents.We
a re not the servants at the party. We are
not apprentices in the kitch e n s . . . . We
a re Afri ca n s . We are Am e ri ca n s . ” T h e
a ft e rmath of the debate— s omething of
a tempest in a teapot—still lingers (and 
is still miscon s t ru e d ) . “He took that hit
for a lot of other people, ” M c C l i n t on
s ays . “T h a t’s what a ch a m p i on does—a
ch a m p i on fig h t s . ” When Wi l s on gave
me a book of his first three plays , he in-
s c ribed it, “The struggle con t i n u e s . ”

My first sighting of M c C l i n t on and
Wi l s on at work was last Nove m-

b e r, in the rehearsal ro om of C h i ca go’s
n ew Goodman T h e a t re, w h e re “K i n g
H e dl ey II”was the inaugural pro d u c t i on .
T h ey sat shoulder to shoulder at the re-

hearsal table. M c C l i n t on , a heavy man,
w o re a baggy white T- s h i rt and a black fe-
d o ra ; he chugged at an econ om y - s i ze d
Dr Pe p p e r.Wi l s on , in his tra d e m a rk ca p,
sat bent slightly forw a rd and absolutely
s t i ll .His eyes were trained on the fig u re of
H e dl ey, a former killer trying to make a
go of it on the Hill , as he knelt in front of
a flower patch demarked in rehearsal by a
few stones on the con c rete flo o r. H i s
m o t h e r, Ru b y, stood nearb y, w a t ch i n g
h i m . “You need some good dirt , ” she told
h i m . “Them seeds ain’t gonna grow in
that dirt . ” H e dl ey re s p on d e d , “This the
on ly dirt I go t .This is me right here . ”T h e
w o rds—the opening of the play — l i n k e d
Wi l s on’s newest pro t a gonist to all the
other desperate heroes of his cycl e,and to
h i m s e l f: men attempting, in one way or
a n o t h e r, to claim their inheri t a n c e . Wi l-
s on leaned across to whisper something to
M c C l i n t on ,w h o, keeping his eyes on the
a c t o r s ,n o d d e d ,t o ok another hit of s o d a ,
and stopped the rehearsal to adjust the
b l o ck i n g. “King don’t listen well , ” t h e
actor playing Hedl ey said. “H e’s a king, ”
M c C l i n t on re p l i e d . “Kings don’t listen.”

At the bre a k ,Wi l s on headed off to the
t h e a t re’s loading bay for a cigare t t e .T h e re
he brooded about Aunt Esther,the thre e -
h u n d re d - a n d - s i x ty - s i x - year-old ch a ra c-
ter whose death the play announces.“ Se e,
Aunt Esther is the tra d i t i on , ” he said. “I f
you don’t value that,then you lose it.So, i n
1 9 8 5 , these kids are out there killing on e
a n o t h e r.Aunt Esther dies of g ri e f.Pe o p l e
quit going up to her house.The weeds are
a ll grown ove r. You ca n’t even find the
door no more .So she dies.”He added,“I f
you had a con n e c t i on to your gra n d p a r-
ents and understood their struggle to sur-
v i ve, you wouldn’t be out there in the
s t reet killing som e one over fifteen doll a r s ’
w o rth of n a rc o t i c s . You have to know
your history.Then yo u’ll have a purp o s e-
ful presence in the worl d . ”

As he readied “H e dl ey ”for New Yo rk ,
Wi l s on had been trying to make a start
on his nineteen-hundreds play, in which
Aunt Esther is a central ch a ra c t e r. L i k e
R om a re Beard e n , Wi l s on opens himself
up to his subjects and com munes with
them until he finds a pattern :“I just inv i t e
s ome of the people I know to come into
the ro om and give it an ambience.”
“Fe n c e s ” began with the ending; Wi l s on
s ays that he saw his hero, Troy Maxson ,
“standing out on this bri lliant starry night
with this baby in his arm s , talking to this
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w om a n . I didn’t know who the wom a n
w a s . ” “Two Trains Ru n n i n g” began in a
New Haven re s t a u ra n t , w h e re Wi l s on
p i cked up a napkin and wro t e, “When 
I left out of J a ck s on I said I was gon n a
buy me a big Fo rd . Was gonna dri ve by
M r. H e n ry Fo rd’s house and honk the
h o rn . I f a nybody come to the window, I
was gonna wave . Then I was going out,
and buy me a 30.06, c ome on back to
J a ck s on and dri ve up to Mr. St ov a ll’s
h o u s e . O n ly this time I wasn’t waving. ”

By con t ra s t , Aunt Esther had been
balky about making her presence know n .
“I said, ‘ O. K . , Aunt Esther, talk to me.’
And she says , ‘T h e re’s a lot of things I
d on’t talk about.’ And that threw me, b e-
cause I didn’t have anything to wri t e
t h e n , ” Wi l s on says . A month later, h e
t ried again.This time,he asked Aunt Es-
t h e r,“ O. K . ,what d on ’t you talk about?”“I
d on’t talk about the tre e s .The trees didn’t
h a ve spiri t s , ” she told Wi l s on . “Wh a t
does that mean? What that means is that
n one of your world is present here .Yo u’re
l o oking at this landscape that’s totally for-
eign to yo u . So I started writing that,”
Wi l s on says . “Then she started talking
about the water, and I find she’s talking
about the Atlantic Ocean. And she start s
talking about a city, a half mile by a half
m i l e,d own in there .She has a map to the
c i ty, ” he adds.“I think the map is impor-
t a n t , so I have to pick the right time to ap-
p ro a ch that idea about the map. I f I do it
this aft e rn o on , I get something entire ly
d i f fe rent than if I do it next week. I t’s in-
t u i t i on . You have to keep your eyes and
ears open for cl u e s .T h e re’s no com p a s s . ”

In “King Hedl ey I I , ”H e dl ey’s sacri fic e
keeps a dying black tra d i t i on alive ;i n

l i fe, Wi l s on has also made a sacri fice to
re n ew a con n e c t i on to the past.He seems
to know that the price he’s paid for his
e n o rmous accomplishment is other peo-
p l e ; and he has re c e n t ly begun to take
s t o ck of his life and re s o lve “to do som e-
thing diffe re n t . ” He is making noises
about re t i ri n g.Not long ago, when he re-
t u rned to Se a t t l e,Wi l s on ,who had been
a w ay, by his own admission ,“for the past
two ye a r s , ”was dismayed to discover that
Azula didn’t know he lived there . “Yo u
l i ve in all the places,” she told him. “B o s-
t on , New Yo rk , Pi t t s b u r g h . ” “No, I live
h e re, ” he said. He took Azula upstairs
and showed her his clothes in the cl o s e t .

Wi l s on ,who is an insom n i a c ,s h a res a

bed with both Azula and Con s t a n za . At
l i g h t s - o u t , Azula will say, “D on’t let the
bedbugs bite.”Wi l s on will re p ly,“I f t h ey
d o, take a few, ”w h i ch leaves his daugh-
ter the final word : “ ’Cause I got them
f rom yo u . ” When they wake up, Wi l s on
s ays , “Good morn i n g, Su n s h i n e . ”A z u l a
re p l i e s , “Good morn i n g, Big Old Dad.”
But these moments of c on n e c t i on are
on ly one side of the story. Wi l s on , w h o
has created a universe of f u lly imagined
ch a ra c t e r s , whose histories he knows in
minute detail, is not as curious about the
h i s t o ry of those close to him. “I’ve been
m a r ried before, ” C on s t a n za says . “H e’s
n ever asked me a single question about
t h a t . I mean a lot to him, but what is it I
mean to him if I’m not a complete pers on
with history, with wants, with needs?”
C on s t a n za met Wi l s on at Yale fourt e e n
years ago, when she designed costumes
for “The Piano Le s s on , ” and she has a
kind of cl e a r - eyed fatalism about her life
with this ambitious storyt e ll e r.“I t’s been
h a rd , ” she says . “I don’t get the love from
him that all of me would like. I don’t
h a ve a partner through the little things in
li fe . He just doesn’t re a ch that intimate
p a rt of eve ryd ay life . ” She con t i n u e s ,“I n
his mind,h e’s a great father, a great man,
a great husband. One time, I was sayi n g
to Azula, when she was going to sleep,
‘I’m going to teach you how to choose a
re a lly good husband for yo u r s e l f.’ An d
then August said, ‘Just like your daddy.’
And I was thinking to mys e l f, No ! ”

“Be where you are”—a maxim Ll oyd
R i ch a rds dri lled into Wi l s on—is a habit
that Wi l s on is “s t i ll working at.” Wh e n
he is at hom e, Wi l s on is pre t ty mu ch
wrapped in his own solitude, “b rew i n g, ”
as his sister Freda ca lls it. “I ca ll him the
deepest pool I have ever seen in my life, ”
C on s t a n za says . “You can throw a ro ck
inside this man and yo u’ll never see it hit
b o t t om . H e’s a mys t e ry to me in many
w ays .H e’s re a chable on ly in concise sen-
t e n c e s . ”Wi l s on’s plays are bri ll i a n t ly fur-
nished with ch a racters and incident, b u t
he hasn’t yet managed to furnish his ow n
h om e . “I t’s gone beyond eccentri c i ty, ”

C on s t a n za says .“I t’s an outw a rd sym b o l
o f our marriage being so out of the ord i-
n a ry. We ca n’t even furnish our ow n
h o u s e . I mean, t h a t’s sad.” Wi l s on’s cri t-
i cal eye and Con s t a n za’s conv i c t i on that
he would disapprove if she took the dec-
o ra t i on into her own hands keeps them
at a stalemate. “H e’s extre m e ly cri t i ca l , ”
C on s t a n za says . “The closer you are to
h i m , the more cri t i cal he is.T h a t’s a pat-
t e rn that his mother passed on to him.”

O rd i n a ri ly,a c c o rding to his wife,Wi l-
s on “has a hard time laughing at him-
s e l f. ”But in the presence of his daughter
the som b re, s e l f - a b s o rbed Wi l s on dro p s
a w ay. “I’ve seen a diffe rent August with
A z u l a , ” M c C l i n t on agre e s . “ She bri n g s
out such a playful side of h i m . He ca m e
to the first day of rehearsal in Seattle for
‘King Hedl ey II’ w e a ring a bunny mask
with the ears sticking up. ” Wi l s on has
taught Azula some of the nonsense son g s
that he learned at the age of five from an
u n cl e : t o g e t h e r, t h ey sing, “Jo and Mo
had a candy store / Te ll i n’ f o rtunes behind
the door / The police ran in / Joe ran out /
H o ll e ri n’ ‘Ru n ,Mo! / Policeman holdin’
my hand!’”R e c e n t ly,he wrote a story just
for her that inv o lved what he ca lls “ t e l e-
s c o p i n g”—a fusion of the spiritual and
the diurnal “that I’m trying to do in the
p l ays . ”The tale starts off in Seattle with
a little girl who won’t go to bed. “M y
aunt in Afri ca will grant you a wish if
you will go to bed at the proper time, ”
her babysitter says .“ O. K . , ” the little girl
s ays . “My wish is that it be daylight all
the time so I never have to go to bed.”
The story then moves from re a l i ty into a
f a n t a s t i cal world of sun gods and kings
o f d a rkness and chess games where the
pieces come alive . “I think it’s close to
what would be an Afri ca n - Am e ri ca n
w o rld view — t ree spirits and all those
kinds of t h i n g s , ” Wi l s on says . “In this
w o rl d , you can have a thre e - h u n d re d -
a n d - s i x ty - s i x - year-old woman and yo u
also gotta pay your bill s .T h ey exist side by
s i d e . T h ey infuse life with a som e t h i n g
that lifts it up, almost into another re a l m .
Closer to God.”E ven Azula understands
that her father’s undertaking is som e h ow
special and heroic and big in the worl d .
At the Goodman T h e a t re,ca t ching sight
o f him as he walked tow a rd her in the
l o b b y, she threw open her arms and said,
“August Wi l s on ! ”A round that time, s h e
also asked him, “D a d d y, w hy you a
wri t e r ? ”“To tell the story, ”Wi l s on said. ♦ 
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