






























Fences 

CHARACTERS IN THE PLAY 

Troy Maxson: 

Rose Maxson: 

Jim Bono: 

Cory: 

Lyons: 

Gabriel: 

Raynell: 

Early 50's. Legendary Negro League baseball player, now 
working as a garbage collector. Troy is a story-teller. He is at 
once jovial and loving and brash and overbearing. A complicated 
man embittered by the racism he has experienced throughout his 
life. 

Mid 40s. Troy's wife. A strong, supportive woman who is fiercely 
protective of her husband and son. A loving presence that 
counterbalances Troy's ferocity for life, Rose mothers almost 
everyone around her. She is quiet and laughs easily. A gentle 
spirit. 

Early 50's. Troy's very good friend. The men met while in prison 
and Bono, as he is known, has stayed with Troy through his 
legendary clays in baseball and today works beside him as a 
garbage man. Like brothers, the two men love each other deeply. 

Late teens. Troy and Rose's son. Cory is a natural athlete like his 
father, eager to prove his salt to the legendary Troy Maxson. He 
has been playing football, hoping to catch the eyes of college 
recruiters, offering him the educational opportunities his illiterate 
father never had. 

Mid so's. Troy's eldest son from a previous relationship. Lyons is 
a musician who cannot seem to keep a job. He is full of laughter 
and uses his charming personality to quell his father's quick 
anger. A grown man, he lives with his girlfriend nearby. 

Early 40s. Troy's brother. After being severely injured with a 
head trauma in World War II, Gabriel is left with a childlike 
innocence and a deep sense of concern for his older brother. He 
believes with every fiber in his being that he is the archangel 
Gabriel. 

Nine years old. Troy's daughter and youngest child from an 
another relationship. After Alberta, the woman with whom Troy 
has had an affair dies in childbirth, Rose takes the baby in, and 
despite her husband's infidelity, raises her as her own. 



SYNOPSIS: A SCENE BY SCENE BREAKDOWN 

SCENIC BREAKDOWN 
Act I 

Scene 1: Friday night 
Scene 2: The next morning 
Scene 3: A few hours later 
Scene 4: Friday, two weeks later 

Act II 

Scene 1: The following morning 
Scene 2: Six months later, early afternoon 
Scene 3: Late evening, three days later 
Scene 4: Two months later 
Scene 5: Eight years later, morning 

SYNOPSIS 

Fences 

SETTING (as written by the playwright) 

The Hill District of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 1957 

The setting is the yard which fronts the only entrance to the Maxson household, an 
ancient two-story brick house set back off a small alley in a big-city neighborhood. The 
entrance to the house is gained by two or three steps leading to a wooden porch badly in 
need of paint. 

A relatively recent addition to the house and running its full width, the porch 
lacks congruence. It is a sturdy porch with a flat roof One or two chairs of dubious 
value sit at one end where the kitchen window opens onto the porch. An old fashioned 
icebox stands silent guard and opposite end. 

The yard is a small dirt yard, partially fenced ( except during the last scene), with 
a wooden sawhorse, a pile of lumber, and other fence-building equipment off to the side. 
Opposite is a tree from which hangs a ball made of rags. A baseball bat leans against the 
tree. Two oil drums serve as garbage receptacles and sit near the house at right to 
complete the setting. 



An American Legend 
an Essay by Sarah Bellamy 

Fences 

"My greatest thrill? Well, everyone has his own favorite day. But I've got to say my biggest thrill was 
when they opened the door to the Negro. When they said we couldn't play and we proved that we 

could, that was the biggest thrill to me. There were more guys before me who didn't have a chance, 
and I wanted us to prove it to 'em all, black and white alike." 

-- James "Cool Papa'' Bell, St Louis 1970 

INTRODUCTION 

A Pulitzer Prize-winning drama, Fences is arguably August Wilson's 

masterpiece. Set in 1957, it is the story of Troy Maxson, a legendary baseball player 

whose dreams and legacy died with the Negro Leagues. 

The Negro Leagues tell the story of American segregation through the lens of the 

country's most cherished pastime: baseball. It was an era in which black Americans daily 

faced the injustice and humiliation of sanctioned racism. Whether it meant that black 

people had to use separate washrooms or watering fountains, or as many of the black 

baseball teams that traveled about the country did, sleep in fields when no hotels would 

allow them room and board, white America ensmed that black people knew they were 

second-class citizens with limited rights and little respect. Still, in this era of hardship, 

black Americans banded together to create worlds in which they would have to interact 

with whites as little as possible. Black businesses, papers and schools spmng up to serve 

black patrons with dignity and fairness, black doctors and tradesmen kept both the people 

and their blossoming economy healthy and prevented from playing alongside whites, 

black folks created their own spmts teams too. 
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For nearly seventy years after the abolition of slavery, African Americans lived 

as second-class citizens in the nation built largely by their labor. By the 1950s, this 

pressure had brought resentment and anger close to the surface. Already the last bastions 

of segregation were beginning to give way. It would be only a few short years before one 

of the most significant sociopolitical shifts in the world, the American Civil Rights 

Movement, launched into full swing. 

August Wilson, who set all but one of his plays in Pittsburgh, contextualized the 

fifties within the mighty push of the Industrial Revolution. In the preface, Wilson 

exposes the roots of the American dream-and who had access to it-setting the stage for 

his epic tale of baseball legend Troy Maxson: 

Near the turn of the century, the destitute of Europe sprang on the city with tenacious claws and an 
honest and solid dream. The city devoured them. They swelled in its belly until it burst into a 
thousand furnaces and sewing machines, a thousand butcher shops and bakers' ovens, a thousand 
churches and banks and hospitals and funeral parlors. The city grew. It nourished itself and offered 
each man a partnership limited only by his talent, his guile and his willingness and capacity for 
hard work. For the immigrants of Europe, a dream dared and won true. 

The descendants of African slaves were offered no such welcome or participation. They came 
from places called the Carolinas and the Virginias, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Tennessee. 
They came strong, eager, searching. The city rejected them and they fled and settled along the 
riverbanks and under bridges in shallow, ramshackle houses made of sticks and tarpaper. They 
collected rags and wood. They sold the use of their muscles and their bodies. They cleaned houses 
and washed clothes, they shined shoes, and in quiet desperation and vengeful pride, they stole, and 
lived in pursuit of their own dream: that they could breathe free, finally, and stand to meet life 
with the force of dignity and whatever eloquence the heart could call upon. 

By 1957, the hard-won victories of European immigrants had solidified the industrial might of 
America. War had been confronted and won with new energies that used loyalty and patriotism as 
its fuel. Life was rich, full, and flourishing. The Milwaukee Braves won the World Series, and the 
hot winds of change that would make the sixties a turbulent, racing, dangerous, and provocative 
decade had not yet begun to blow full. 

1957 is remembered for many reasons. Some might recall the opening of two 

movies stan-ing the dark-haired, blue-eyed crooner Elvis Presley-"Loving You" and 

"Jailhouse Rock." Wham-O produced the first Frisbee in 1957. Dr. Seuss published the 

much-loved children's story The Cat in the Hat. Jimmy Hoffa was an-ested on charges of 

"An American Legend" a Penumbra Theatre Study Guide 
© 2008 Penumbra Theatre Company 

2 









Black people understood with p1istine clarity the situation with which they were 

faced and both individually and as a community developed tools and skills for survival. 

Paul Laurence Dunbar captured a feigned acquiescence in the presence of whites in his 

1895 poem entitled "We Wear the Mask": 

We wear the mask that grins and lies, 
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes-
This debt we pay to human guile; 
With tom and bleeding hearts we smile, 
And mouth with myriad subtleties. 

Why should the world be overwise 
In counting all our tears and sighs? 
Nay, let them only see us while 
We wear the mask. 

We smile, but, 0 great Christ, our cries 
To Thee from tortured souls arise. 

We sing, but oh the clay is vile 
Beneath our feet, and long the mile; 
But let the world dream other wise, 
We wear the mask. 5 

For over sixty years black people found ways to endure Jim Crow. Still, the daily 

humiliations planted a seed of resentment deep in the hearts of many black Americans. 

While many presented a smooth veneer of contentment and sublnission, amongst one 

another black people were living wholly different lives. The survival history of this 

period is written largely in folkloric texts, songs and adages that come from the dark era 

of American segregation. 

Whether in song, in letters, in legend or in prayer, African Americans strived to 

remember their history. One of those great periods of African American history, passed 

down largely through legendary tales of the remarkable days gone by, is the story of the 

American Negro Leagues. Indeed many of these stories have been passed down through 

the generations like the way the legendary baseball player Troy Maxson and his best 

5 Dunbar, Paul Laurence. The Collected Poetty of Paul Laurence Dunbar. Joanne M. Braxton, ed. 
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1993). 
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A LEGEND BEFORE HIS TIME 

Troy Maxson embodies many of the men who played in the Negro Leagues but 

perhaps none more so than Josh Gibson, who died the same year Jackie Robinson stepped 

on the field for the Dodgers. Like Troy, Gibson was a big man whose strength 

intimidated people both on and off the field. When playing, Gibson was known for 

rolling up the sleeves of his jersey to show off his large biceps. He was 6' 1" and weighed 

in over two hundred pounds at the peak of his career. Gibson had the record to prove it, 

but was never allowed to test his metal on a major league field. Holway explains that 

almost all of the men he interviewed were "confident that they could have been big-

league stars." 

'You just knew you were better than the major leaguers," says peppery little Jake 
Stephens, a shmistop on the old Philadelphia Hilldales�"youjust knew it. Why, Chick 
Galloway of the Athletics didn't have anywhere near the range I had at shortstop. He 

35 
couldn't carry my glove." 

This kind of frustration was harder on some than others. Gibson, perhaps because his 

talent was so astronomical, had a particularly difficult time with the "gentleman's 

agreement" that kept black athletes from playing in the major leagues. At the time of his 

death, when Gibson was merely thirty-five years old, Holway describes him as a "broken, 

frustrated man, just too old to make the majors after so long a wait."
1 

It is rumored that 

Josh Gibson suffered a depressive mental state and that he would occasionally fly into fits 

of rage or ramble on for some time hoping to purge his frustration. He reportedly suffered 

from debilitating headaches. In 1943 he slipped into a coma and was diagnosed with a 

brain tumor. In Fences, Troy is also hospitalized. He was thirty-seven at the time which 

would have landed him in Mercy Hospital in 1941 just two years before Josh Gibson's 

35 Ibid., xx. 

"An American Legend" a Penumbra Theatre Study Guide 
© 2008 Penumbra Theatre Company 

15 



























































































Fences 

TOOLS FOR TEACHING 

The following are a series of questions you may use to prompt discussion, critical 
analysis or dialogue about this play. They may be used either before or after the play, 
either to guide audiences toward specific issues as they watch or, to stimulate 
conversation about topical issues afterward. 

Penumbra Theatre Company now offers Lesson Plans that use the script, the 
production, and the study guide to investigate specific themes! Developed by high 
school teachers and curriculum consultants Kimberly Colbert and Kaye Peters, these 
questions are intended to meet the state standards for High School Language Arts and 
Literacy set by the Board of Education. (Grades 9 through 12). Each plan can run from 
approximately 15 to 45 minutes for discussion. Please contact Penumbra Theatre's 
Education Director for more details: sarah.bellamy@penumbratheatre.org 

A Guide for Teaching August Wilson's Fences

Overview 

This guide provides a broad framework in which teachers may anchor their own 
classroom practice. For easy reference, lessons have been divided into five strands 
(mythology, literary study, themes, art and historical context). Teachers may choose to 
follow one strand for the unit or weave together elements and/or lessons from the various 
strands. A broad essential question for the entire Fences unit is suggested, as well as more 
specific essential questions aligned with strands (highlighted below). The essential 
question provides a foundation for study, with guiding questions for study imbedded in 
each lesson which will allow for a range of critical thinking and analysis within both 
English/language arts and social studies content areas. Anchor, or suggested, lessons are 
provided for each strand along with resource readings and classroom tools we have found 
effective in our own classrooms. 

The suggested lessons are designed to meet high-school level Minnesota Reading and 
Literature and Writing standards and Minnesota Social Studies standards for Institutions 
and Traditions in Society. The standards are noted by the possible lessons in boldface 
type. Numbers and letters refer to the specific standard. 

LA - is Language Arts standards 
SS - is Social Studies standards 

Both the Contemporary Literary Criticism printed by Gale Group and offered as an 
online database and The Cambridge Companion to August Wilson, edited by Christopher 
Bigsby, are valuable resources on Wilson's body of work and are cited in the 
commentary and essays that follow. 
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Teaching the Play 

Unit Essential Question: 
How does one define one's self within the larger expectations of society? 

Mythology Essential Question: 
How do the mythologies used by Wilson in Fences help to info1m and codify 
the African American experience? 

Literary Study Essential Question: 
What literary aspects in Fences make it both a particularly African 
American and universal work of aii? 

Theme(s) Essential Questions: 

Responsibility: What is our responsibility to ourselves vs. families and society? 

African American identity: What are the effects of institutionalized racism 
on Americans of African descent who try to define themselves in a 
society where they receive little or no positive suppmi? 

Art and Arts Literacy Essential Question: 
How does aii help us to see and understand ourselves and the role we play in 
shaping society? (Lens of art creation and perfo1mance) 

Important Vocabulary Words 

Suggested Summative Assessments for Each Section 

I. The guiding questions associated with each strand provide good essay questions
for a final unit assessment.

2. Students could present a scene from the play with an analysis of the scene and
suppmi for their interpretation of the scene and its significance. Presentation
could be assessed on how well they supported their interpretation.

3. Research paper on the myths alluded to within the play.

4. Passage analysis.
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• Sample mythical heroes could be assigned for students to research or the teacher
could present hero stories to the students: Hercules, Odysseus, Achilles, Hector,
Sundiata (Mali), Thor, Gilgamesh (Mesopotamia) and many more. Information
could be presented in paper or oral report. See sources at end of this lesson.

(LA: I.D.3, 12; 11.D.1, 10, 11)

• Student/modem hero stories. Students may create their own hero stories from
their lives or lives of their contemporary heroes. How do the characteristics of the
mythic hero in 1-8 above correlate to these modern stories? (Malcolm X, Martin
Luther King Jr., Helen Keller are examples of modern :figures who have been
portrayed as heroes as defined above.)
(LAIi.A)

Materials: 
Large paper for students to make charts to share 
Colored markers 
Tape or thumb tacks for posting charts 
Copies of Fences (at least one per group) 

Lesson Outline: 
1. Begin with a class discussion of whether Troy embodies the characteristics of a

hero. Focus on first impressions. What are his strengths and weaknesses?
Teachers may wish to refer to the guiding questions for discussion. Students
should draw on earlier mythologies and text to suppmi their ideas.
(LA I. D. 1, 4, 14)

2. Next, review the hero's journey and list on board for reference.

3. Directions for assignment: LA: I.D. 1, 5, 6, 10, 12
a. Divide students into groups. Students will need to remember their groups.

Each group will need markers and paper to chart Troy's journey (may use
exposition as well as play action), using the hero's joumey for guidance. If
he does not fit criteria, mark the step but ask students to leave it blank on
their papers.

b. Each group will select a facilitator to ensure that everyone is heard and
pmiicipates. Facilitators will evaluate group at end.

c. All steps of Troy's joumey must make specific references to text with act
and page numbers cited. (E.g. Act I, Scene 3; pages 36-37).

4. Once in groups, students should take 30 minutes to chart Troy's joumey.

5. Post charts on walls for review by all groups.

6. Chalk Talk (this review may be scheduled for the following day if necessary)
a. In their assigned groups, students will look at other charts and take turns

writing comments for the group on each chmi. Caution that students need
to be respectful and ask questions or make comments that raise points for
discussion.
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