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AUGUST WILSON'’S THE PIANO
LESSON: A MASTERPIECE OF
LEGACY, MEMORY, AND THE
AFRICAN AMERICAN EXPERIENCE

Few works in American theater resonate
with the depth, power, and cultural
significance of August Wilson’s The
Piano Lesson. As the fourth installment
in his monumental ten-part “Pittsburgh
Cycle,” this Pulitzer Prize-winning play
explores the complexities of heritage,
the weight of history, and the enduring
struggle to define identity in the shadow
of the past. Written by the legendary
playwright August Wilson, The Piano
Lesson is far more than a family drama;
it is a profound meditation on what we
inherit, what we choose to keep, and
what we must finally set free.

Set in Pittsburgh in 1936, the play
centers on the Charles family and the
heirloom that binds them together even
as it threatens to tear them apart.
Through masterful dialogue, rich
symbolism, and deeply human
characters, August Wilson’s The
Piano Lesson invites audiences to
consider how the past lives on in the
present and how objects can carry the
stories of generations. This article takes
a deep dive into the play’s plot,
characters, themes, and lasting legacy,
offering a comprehensive guide for
students, theater lovers, and anyone

seeking a richer understanding of this
American classic.

THE STORY AT THE HEART OF
AUGUST WILSON’S THE PIANO
LESSON

The action of August Wilson’s The
Piano Lesson unfolds in the home of
Doaker Charles, situated in Pittsburgh’s
Hill District. The central conflict arises
between two siblings: Boy Willie, a
spirited and ambitious sharecropper
from Mississippi, and his sister Berniece,
who has remained in Pittsburgh after the
death of her husband. The object of their
dispute is a beautifully carved upright
piano that dominates the family living
room.

Boy Willie arrives in Pittsburgh with his
friend Lymon, determined to sell the
piano and use the money to buy the land
in Mississippi where their ancestors were
once enslaved. For Boy Willie, land
represents freedom, self-sufficiency, and
a tangible future. Berniece, however,
refuses to part with the piano. She sees
it not as a commodity but as a sacred
vessel of family memory, a repository of
the suffering and resilience of their
forebears. The piano, carved with
images of their great-grandfather and
other family members, is a living archive
that cannot be priced or traded.

As the story progresses, the ghost of the
Charles family’s violent past—embodied
by the apparition of the white railroad
baron Sutter, who once owned their


https://web1.enteraskincare.com/

ancestors—begins to haunt the home.
This supernatural element amplifies the
central question of the play: How do you
honor the past without being imprisoned
by it?

KEY CHARACTERS IN AUGUST
WILSON’S THE PIANO LESSON

August Wilson’s The Piano Lesson is
driven by a cast of unforgettable
characters, each representing a different
perspective on history, identity, and
progress.

Boy Willie
Charles

Boy Willie is energetic, relentless, and
fiercely practical. He sees the piano as a
means to an end, a tool for economic
advancement. His vision of freedom is
rooted in land ownership and material
progress. For Boy Willie, holding onto the
past is a luxury he cannot afford; his
eyes are fixed firmly on the future. Yet
his bravado conceals deep pain and a
yearning to reclaim what was stolen
from his family.

Berniece Charles

Berniece is the emotional anchor of the
play. Grieving the loss of her husband
and burdened by the weight of family
history, she has not played the piano
since her mother’s death. For Berniece,
the piano is sacred ground, a monument
to the ancestors who survived
unimaginable cruelty. She resists Boy
Willie's plans not out of stubbornness
but because she understands that some
legacies cannot be measured in dollars.

Doaker Charles

Doaker is the uncle who provides
stability and perspective. A railroad
worker, he has seen the country and
understands the long arc of the African
American journey. He serves as a
mediator between the siblings, offering
wisdom without taking sides. Doaker
embodies the quiet endurance that has
sustained generations.

Avery Brown

Avery is a preacher and a suitor to
Berniece. He represents the church and
the promise of spiritual salvation, yet he
also reflects a certain accommodation
with white society. His attempts to
exorcise the ghost of Sutter from the
house highlight the tension between
faith and action.

Lymon

Boy Willie’s friend Lymon is quieter and
more introspective. His journey is one of
seeking belonging and love. Through
Lymon, August Wilson explores the
loneliness and vulnerability of Black men
navigating a hostile world.

THE CENTRAL SYMBOL: THE
PIANO ITSELF

No discussion of August Wilson’s The
Piano Lesson would be complete
without examining the piano as the
play’s central symbol. This is not merely
a musical instrument; it is a chronicle of
the Charles family’s history, carved into
wood by an enslaved ancestor named
Willie Boy.

The piano originally belonged to the
Sutter family, who owned the Charles
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family as slaves. As part of a trade, the
piano was purchased along with a
human being—a woman named Miss
Ophelia, the great-grandmother of Boy
Willie and Berniece. Later, in an act of
both artistry and rebellion, Willie Boy
carved images of his wife and daughter
into the piano, transforming a symbol of
oppression into a record of family love
and resistance.

To sell the piano, for Berniece, would be
to erase that history. To keep it, for Boy
Willie, is to remain tethered to a past
that should be transcended. August
Wilson masterfully uses this object to
force both characters and audience to
grapple with a timeless question: What
do we owe the dead, and what do we
owe ourselves?

THEMES IN AUGUST WILSON’S
THE PIANO LESSON

August Wilson’s The Piano Lesson is
rich with thematic complexity. Several
interwoven themes give the play its
enduring power.

Heritage and
Legacy

The most obvious theme is the tension
between preserving heritage and moving
forward. The piano itself is both a
blessing and a burden. Wilson does not
offer easy answers; instead, he presents
the conflict honestly, inviting audiences
to wrestle with the same questions that
haunt the Charles family.

The Ghosts of

History

The ghost of Sutter is not a mere plot
device. It represents the unresolved
trauma of slavery and the ongoing
presence of white supremacy in
American life. The haunting is real
because the history is unresolved. The
play suggests that until we confront the
past directly, it will continue to haunt us.

Family and
Sibling Rivalry

At its core, August Wilson’s The Piano
Lesson is about a brother and a sister
who love each other but cannot agree on
how to honor their family. Their conflict
is deeply personal, rooted in different
memories of their parents and different
visions of what survival requires. The
play reminds us that family disputes are
rarely about objects; they are about
meaning.

The Value of Art
and Memory

The piano is both art and artifact. The
carvings on it transform a piece of
furniture into a sacred text. Wilson
elevates the question of whether art has
a price and whether memory can be
commodified. The play ultimately argues
that some things are beyond market
value because they hold the stories of a
people.

Spirituality and



Redemption

The exorcism scene near the end of the
play is one of the most powerful
moments in American theater. When
Berniece finally sits down to play the
piano, calling on the spirits of her
ancestors, she breaks her own paralysis
and confronts the ghost that has
terrorized the family. This act of faith
and courage redeems not only the piano
but also the family itself.

AUGUST WILSON’S THE PIANO
LESSON IN CONTEXT: THE
PITTSBURGH CYCLE

August Wilson’s The Piano Lesson is
the fourth play in his Pittsburgh Cycle, a
ten-play series that chronicles the
African American experience in each
decade of the 20th century. Each play is
set in Pittsburgh’s Hill District, the
neighborhood where Wilson grew up and
to which he returned again and again in
his imagination.

The cycle includes other masterpieces
such as Fences (set in the 1950s), Ma
Rainey’s Black Bottom (1920s), and Joe
Turner’'s Come and Gone (1910s).
Together, these works form a sweeping
narrative of Black life in America,
exploring themes of migration, identity,
family, and the struggle for dignity in a
nation that often denied it.

The Piano Lesson occupies a unique
place in the cycle because it directly
confronts the legacy of slavery and the
question of reparations, both literal and
spiritual. The play asks whether the
descendants of enslaved people can
ever truly be free if the original crime of
slavery remains unacknowledged and
unhealed.

AWARDS AND CRITICAL
RECEPTION

August Wilson’s The Piano Lesson
was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Drama
in 1990, cementing Wilson’s reputation
as one of the most important American
playwrights of the 20th century. The play
also received the New York Drama
Critics’ Circle Award for Best Play and
was nominated for six Tony Awards,
including Best Play.

Critics have praised the play for its
poetic language, its deep
characterizations, and its ability to blend
realism with the supernatural. The New
York Times called it “a work of art that
transcends category,” while other
reviewers noted the way Wilson
captured the cadence and rhythm of
Black speech without ever resorting to
stereotype.

The play has been revived numerous
times on Broadway and in regional
theaters around the world. In 2022, a
new Broadway revival starring Samuel L.
Jackson, Danielle Brooks, and John David
Washington brought The Piano Lesson
to a new generation of theatergoers,
demonstrating the play’s continued
relevance.

ADAPTATIONS OF AUGUST
WILSON’S THE PIANO LESSON

In 1995, August Wilson’s The Piano
Lesson was adapted into a television
film directed by Lloyd Richards, the
same director who had staged the play’s
original Broadway production. The film
starred Charles S. Dutton as Boy Willie
and Alfre Woodard as Berniece, both of
whom delivered performances that
captured the emotional depth of Wilson’s
writing.

The television adaptation opened the
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play to an even wider audience, allowing
viewers who might never see a live
production to experience the power of
Wilson’s work. The film received positive
reviews and introduced the play to
countless students and theater lovers
who continue to study it today.

More recently, a new film adaptation has
been announced, with the involvement
of Denzel Washington, who has been a
leading force in bringing Wilson’s plays
to the screen. This upcoming adaptation
has generated significant excitement
and promises to introduce August
Wilson’s The Piano Lesson to an even
broader global audience.

WHY AUGUST WILSON’S THE
PIANO LESSON MATTERS TODAY

More than thirty years after its premiere,
August Wilson’s The Piano Lesson
remains urgently relevant. In an era of
ongoing debates about reparations,

critical race theory, and the teaching of
American history, the play offers a
deeply human window into the
complexities of these issues. Wilson
never preaches; he simply tells the story
of one family and lets the larger truths
emerge.

The question at the heart of the
play—how to honor the past without
being imprisoned by it—is as pressing
today as it was in 1936 or 1987. For
African Americans, the legacy of slavery
is not ancient history; it is a living reality
that shapes economic opportunity,
educational access, and social identity.
The piano in the Charles household is a
metaphor for the weight of that history,
a weight that can either crush or
empower depending on how it is carried.

Moreover, August Wilson’s The Piano
Lesson speaks to universal human
questions about family, memory, and the
objects we treasure. Nearly every family
has an heirloom that



