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August Wilson[J
Great Master in the African American Theater

oo
TAKESHIMA Tatsuya

The purpose of this article is to present an overall view of the dramas written by August
Wilson, who has raised the black theater in the United States to a higher level by making full
use of his own original technique possessing the cultural features of African Americans. He
aims at completing a large-scale historical story about African Americans as a result of
having continued to present the dramas about the circumstances under which black
Americans have been in American societies during each decade of the 20th century. It is
through that saga that he asserts that it is a sublime mission for black Americans to look
straight at their own past filled with sufferings, inherit their ethnic spiritual and cultural
heritage spontaneously and survive in American societies, holding fast to their own identities

as Blacks.
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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.... 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. *’
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... Levee carries most of the burden of Wilson’ s portrayal of the combined themes of the
cultural upheaval and fragmentation.mD
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TROY. ... Death stood up, throwed on his robe ... had him a white robe with a hood on it.
He throwed on that robe and went off to look for his sickle.
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Ma Rainey’ s Black Bottom stands beside these plays and offers a tragic illustration of
the consequences of failing to discover one’ s identity within one’ s own community and
heritage.DlZD
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As a spectacle character, Gabriel’s significance is in providing a flawed icon of African
Americans’ cultural past.D14D
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... the song Berniece sings was originally a plea to the Christian God, but in the later



version Berniece’s call goes out to her ancestors, which strengthens the play’s thematic
ties to African ritual.
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Perhaps the lesson of the play’s conclusion is that there are indeed voices and
perspectives that do not capitulate or fall prey to the dominant culture’s version of
history. In The Piano Lesson Wilson lets the audience know that those ancestral voices

must be heard; L
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BYNUM. Herald Loomis, you shining! You shining like new money!um
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The play, then, serves as Wilson’ s song and all black people’ s song. It is also a journey
back to areas of a personal and collective past whose profound truths cannot be contained

. . . . 0190
within the conventional dramatic form.
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... Listening to Wilson’ s dialogue, one hears the soulfulness of the blues in the long
speeches of the characters and the repartee of jazz in carefully orchestrated quick
dialogue exchanges....

The use of music as technique has its roots in traditional African performance, where
music is certainly a fundamental element.
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