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      Context

      
      August Wilson was named Frederick August Kittel when he was born to a German father and an African American mother in 1945.
         Wilson was born and raised in Pittsburgh, PA. His father drifted in an out of his family. His mother and a stepfather, David
         Bedford, mostly raised Wilson. When Wilson was sixteen, he was accused of plagiarism at school when he wrote a sophisticated
         paper that the administration did not believe he could write. When Wilson's principal would not recognize the validity of
         Wilson's work, she suspended him and later ignored his attempts to come back to school. Wilson soon dropped out and educated
         himself at the local library, reading everything he could find. In the 1960's, Wilson steeped himself in the black power movement
         while he worked on his poetry and short stories. Eventually, in the sixties, Wilson reinvented himself as a playwright. His
         work was nurtured through institutions like the Yale School of Drama, where the Dean of the Drama School at the time, theatre
         director Lloyd Richards, recognized Wilson's talent. Richards later collaborated with Wilson in New York on Broadway. Fences was Wilson's second play to go to Broadway and won him the 1987 Pulitzer Prize for Drama. Wilson won the Pulitzer Prize for
         Drama again in 1990 for his play The Piano Lesson.

      
      Wilson has taken upon himself the responsibility to write a play about black experiences in the United States for every decade
         of the 20th century. Only two decades remain, the first years of the century and the 1990's. Fences is his play about blacks in the 1950's. Beginning in 1957, between the Korean and Vietnam wars, Fences ends in 1965, but the themes of the play directly place its consciousness in a pre-civil-rights-movement, pre-Vietnam-war-era
         psyche. Fences takes place in a still latent time. Like the popular Sam Cooke song of the day proclaims, "A Change is Gonna Come," but not
         quite yet.
      

      
      In Fences as in Wilson's other plays, a tragic character helps pave the way for other blacks to have opportunities under conditions
         they were never free to experience, but never reap from their own sacrifice and talents themselves. This is Troy Maxson's
         situation. Troy's last name, "Maxson," is a compressed reference to the Mason-Dixon line, considered as the imaginary line
         originally conceived of in 1820 to define the separation between the slave states and the free states. Maxson represents an
         amalgamation of Troy's history in the south and present life in the north that are inextricably linked.
      

      
      Wilson purposefully sets the play during the season Hank Aaron led the Milwaukee Braves to the World Series, beating the New
         York Giants. When Fences takes place, blacks like Aaron proved they could not only compete with white ballplayers, but that they would be leaders
         in the professional league. Since we can look back on history with 20/20 hindsight, Wilson asks his audience to put together
         what they know of American history with the way his various characters experience and perceive history through their own,
         often conflicted eyes.
      

      
      All of Wilson's plays take place in his hometown of Pittsburgh, and Fences is no exception. The Pittsburgh of the Maxson family
         is a town where Troy and other men of his generation fled from the savage conditions of sharecropping in the south. After
         Reconstruction failed, many blacks walked north as far as they could go to become urban citizens. Having no resources or infrastructure
         to depend on, men like Bono and Troy found their way in the world by spending years living in shacks, stealing, and in jail.
         Wilson clearly draws a linear link between the release of the slaves to the disproportionate number of black men in our jails
         and in low-income occupations by arguing that the majority of a homeless, resource-less group let loose into a competitive
         and financed society will have a hard time surviving lawfully. Wilson's characters testify to the fact that the United States
         failed blacks after Lincoln abolished slavery and that the government's failure, made effective legally through Jim Crow laws
         and other lawful measures to ensure inequality, continues to effect many black lives. Wilson portrays the 1950s as a time
         when a new world of opportunity for blacks began to open up, leaving those like Troy, who grew up in the first half of the
         century, to feel like a stranger in their own land.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Summary

      
      Fences is divided into two acts. Act One is comprised of four scenes and Act Two has five. The play begins on a Friday, Troy and
         Bono's payday. Troy and Bono go to Troy's house for their weekly ritual of drinking and talking. Troy has asked Mr. Rand,
         their boss, why the black employees aren't allowed to drive the garbage trucks, only to lift the garbage. Bono thinks Troy
         is cheating on his wife, Rose. Troy and Rose's son, Cory, has been recruited by a college football team. Troy was in the Negro
         Leagues but never got a chance to play in the Major Leagues because he got too old to play just as the Major Leagues began
         accepting black players. Troy goes into a long epic story about his struggle in July of 1943 with death. Lyons shows up at
         the house because he knows it is Troy's payday. Rose reminds Troy about the fence she's asked him to finish building.
      

      
      Cory and Troy work on the fence. Cory breaks the news to Troy that he has given away his job at the local grocery store, the
         A&P, during the football season. Cory begs Troy to let him play because a coach from North Carolina is coming all the way
         to Pittsburgh to see Cory play. Troy refuses and demands Cory to get his job back.
      

      
      Act One, scene four takes place on Friday and mirrors scene one. Troy has won his case and has been assigned as the first
         colored garbage truck driver in the city. Bono and Troy remember their fathers and their childhood experiences of leaving
         home in the south and moving north. Cory comes home enraged after finding out that Troy told the football coach that Cory
         may not play on the team. Troy warns Cory that his insubordinance is "strike one," against him.
      

      
      Troy bails his brother Gabriel out of jail. Bono and Troy work on the fence. Bono explains to Troy and Cory that Rose wants
         the fence because she loves her family and wants to keep close to her love. Troy admits to Bono that he is having an affair
         with Alberta. Bono bets Troy that if he finishes building the fence for Rose, Bono will buy his wife, Lucille the refrigerator
         he has promised her for a long time. Troy tells Rose about a hearing in three weeks to determine whether or not Gabriel should
         be recommitted to an asylum. Troy tells Rose about his affair. Rose accuses Troy of taking and not giving. Troy grabs Rose's
         arm. Cory grabs Troy from behind. They fight and Troy wins. Troy calls "strike two" on Cory.
      

      
      Six months later, Troy says he is going over to the hospital to see Alberta who went into labor early. Rose tells Troy that
         Gabriel has been taken away to the asylum because Troy couldn't read the papers and signed him away. Alberta had a baby girl
         but died during childbirth. Troy challenges Death to come and get him after he builds a fence. Troy brings home his baby,
         Raynell. Rose takes in Raynell as her own child, but refuses to be dutiful as Troy's wife.
      

      
      On Troy's payday, Bono shows up unexpectedly. Troy and Bono acknowledge how each man made good on his bet about the fence
         and the refrigerator. Troy insists that Cory leave the house and provide for himself. Cory brings up Troy's recent failings
         with Rose. Cory points out that the house and property, from which Troy is throwing Cory out, should actually be owned by
         Gabriel whose government checks paid for most of the mortgage payments. Troy physically attacks Cory. Troy kicks Cory out
         of the house for good. Cory leaves. Troy swings the baseball bat in the air, taunting Death.
      

      
      Eight years later, Raynell plays in her newly planted garden. Troy has died from a heart attack. Cory returns home from the
         Marines to attend Troy's funeral. Lyons and Bono join Rose too. Cory refuses to attend. Rose teaches Cory that not attending
         Troy's funeral does not make Cory a man. Raynell and Cory sing one of Troy's father's blues songs. Gabriel turns up, released
         or escaped from the mental hospital. Gabe blows his trumpet but no sound comes out. He tries again but the trumpet will not
         play. Disappointed and hurt, Gabriel dances. He makes a cry and the Heavens open wide. He says, "That's the way that goes,"
         and the play ends.
      

      
   
      
      Character List

      
      
         Troy Maxson  - 
            The protagonist of Fences, a fifty-three year-old, African American man who works for the sanitation department, lifting garbage into trucks. Troy is
            also a former baseball star in the Negro Leagues. Troy's athletic ability diminished before the Major Leagues accepted blacks.
            Hard-working, strong and prone to telling compelling, fanciful stories and twisting the truth, Troy is the family breadwinner
            and plays the dominant role in his over thirty-year friendship with fellow sanitation worker, Jim Bono. Troy's character is
            the centerpiece that all of the other relationships in Fences gather around. Troy is husband to Rose, father to Lyons, Cory, and Raynell, and brother to Gabriel. Troy is a tragic-hero
            who has excessive pride for his breadwinning role. Troy's years of hard-work for only meager progress depress him. Troy often
            fails to provide the love and support that would mean the most to his loved ones.
            
         

      

      
      
         Cory Maxson  - 
            The teenage son of Troy and Rose Maxson. A senior in high school, Cory gets good grades and college recruiters are coming
            to see him play football. Cory is a respectful son, compassionate nephew to his disabled Uncle Gabriel, and generally, a giving
            and enthusiastic person. An ambitious young man who has the talent and determination to realize his dreams, Cory comes of
            age during the course of the play when he challenges and confronts Troy and leaves home. Cory comes home from the Marines
            in the final scene of the play, attempting to defy Troy by refusing to go to his funeral, but Cory changes his mind after
            sharing memories of his father with Rose and Raynell.
            
         

      

      
      
         Rose Maxson  - 
            Troy's wife and mother of his second child, Cory. Rose is a forty-three year-old African American housewife who volunteers
            at her church regularly and loves her family. Rose's request that Troy and Cory build a fence in their small, dirt backyard
            comes to represent her desire to keep her loved-ones close to her love. Unlike Troy, Rose is a realist, not a romantic longing
            for the by- gone days of yore. She has high hopes for her son, Cory and sides with him in his wish to play football. Rose's
            acceptance of Troy's illegitimate daughter, Raynell, as her own child, exemplifies her compassion.
            
         

      

      
      
         Gabriel Maxson  - 
            Troy's brother. Gabriel was a soldier in the Second World War, during which he received a head injury that required a metal
            plate to be surgically implanted into his head. Because of the physical damage and his service, Gabriel receives checks from
            the government that Troy used in part to buy the Maxson's home where the play takes place. Gabriel wanders around the Maxson
            family's neighborhood carrying a basket and singing. He often thinks he is not a person, but the angel Gabriel who opens the
            gates of heaven with his trumpet for Saint Peter on Judgment Day. Gabriel exudes a child-like exuberance and a need to please.
            
         

      

      
      
         Jim Bono  - 
            Troy's best friend of over thirty years. Jim Bono is usually called "Bono" or "Mr. Bono" by the characters in Fences. Bono and Troy met in jail, where Troy learned to play baseball. Troy is a role model to Bono. Bono is the only character
            in Fences who remembers, first-hand, Troy's glory days of hitting homeruns in the Negro Leagues. Less controversial than Troy, Bono
            admires Troy's leadership and responsibility at work. Bono spends every Friday after work drinking beers and telling stories
            with Troy in the Maxson family's backyard. He is married to a woman named Lucille, who is friends with Rose. Bono is a devoted
            husband and friend. Bono's concern for Troy's marriage takes precedent over his loyalty to their friendship.
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