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August Wilson 

Born on April 27, 1945, August Wilson grew up in the Hill district of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. His 

childhood experiences in this black slum community would later inform his dramatic writings, 

including his first produced play, Black Bart and the Sacred Hills, which was staged in 1981. 

In 1984, August Wilson was catapulted to the forefront of the American theatre scene with the 

success of Ma Rainey's Black Bottom, first produced at Yale and later in New York. The play was 

voted Best Play of the Year (1984-85) by the New York Drama Critics' Circle. 

Wilson continued to work in close collaboration with Lloyd Richards of the Yale School of Drama, 

and by early 1990's, had established himself as the best known and most popular African-

American playwright. Wilson also set for himself a daunting task--to write a ten play cycle that 

chronicles each decade of the black experience in the 20th century. Each of Wilson's plays is a 

chapter in this remarkable cycle of plays and focuses on what Wilson perceives as the largest 

issue to confront African-Americans in that decade. Jitney actually is the first play that Wilson 

wrote, written in and about the late 1970s in Pittsburgh's Hill District.  This story is about how 

the regular cabs were not willing to travel to the Pittsburgh Hill District of the 1970s, so the 

residents turn to each other. Jitney dramatizes the lives of men hustling to make a living as 

jitneys—unofficial, unlicensed taxi cab drivers. When the boss Becker’s son returns from prison, 

violence threatens to erupt. What makes this play remarkable is not the plot; Jitney is Wilson at 

his most real—the words these men use and the stories they tell form a true slice of life. 

In April of 2005, Wilson finally completed his ten-play cycle when Radio Golf premiered at the 
Yale Repertory Theatre. Two months later, he was diagnosed with liver cancer. And on October 
2, 2005, August Wilson passed away at the age of 60. 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Todd Kreidler (Director) – Todd Kreidler is currently writing a musical with Nikki Sixx, based on 

Sixx’s memoir and music, The Heroin Diaries. His stage adaptation of the film Guess Who’s 

Coming to Dinner ran at Arena Stage in Washington, DC and premiered at True Colors Theatre 

Company in Atlanta. Most recently, Todd directed August Wilson’s one-man show How I 

Learned What I Learned at off-Broadway’s Signature Theatre. He originally directed and co-

conceived the piece with Mr. Wilson performing at Seattle Repertory Theatre in 2003. On 

Broadway, he was the dramaturg for Radio Golf and Gem of the Ocean. He co-founded the 

August Wilson Monologue Competition, a national program aimed at integrating August 

Wilson’s work into high school curriculum (more information at 

http://augustwilsonmonologue.com). He lives in Pennsylvania with his wife, Erin Annarella, and 

son, Evan August. 

Eugene Lee (Actor) - Eugene Lee has enjoyed an over thirty year career in the entertainment 

industry. As an actor, his television credits include Good Times, The White Shadow, The Guiding 

Light, The District, and acting with Oprah Winfrey in The Women of Brewster Place. His film 
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credits include Blacklisted and Coach Carter. Highlights of his long stage career include working 

with Denzel Washington and Samuel L. Jackson in the Pulitzer Prize winning A Soldier’s Play by 

Charles Fuller at the Negro Ensemble Company, a Broadway appearance in August Wilson’s Gem 

of the Ocean, and being a company member for the Kennedy Center’s 10-play cycle tribute to 

August Wilson. Eugene has also enjoyed success as a playwright with works such as East Texas 

Hot Links, Fear Itself, Somebody Called: A Tale of Two Preachers, Killingsworth, The Rest of Me, 

the musical Twist and his most recent work, Lyin’ Ass, a look at one of the first Black female 

Texas Rangers as she is about to retire. He has also penned episodes for television series 

including Homicide: Life on the Streets, Walker Texas Ranger, and The Journey of Allen Strange. 

How I Learned What I Learned 
 

This solo show was created and performed in 2003 at Seattle Repertory Theatre by August 

Wilson and shares the Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright's personal stories about his encounters 

with racism, music, love, a stint in jail, his first kiss, and life-changing friendships as a young poet 

in Pittsburgh’s Hill District. Directed by Wilson's long-time friend and collaborator Todd Kreidler, 

August Wilson’s How I Learned What I Learned charts one man’s journey of self-discovery 

through adversity and what it means to be a black artist in America. A memoir in monologues, 

this show is a lively ramble through Wilson’s early days, where his plays — the American century 

cycle — were mostly set. We see through Wilson’s own eyes how the neighborhood, and the 

history deeply embedded in it, shaped his worldview, alternately toughened and tried his spirit, 

and ultimately inspired his majestic investigation of the black experience.  

 

It is clear that the legacy of racism remained on his mind throughout his life and is established in 

the opening moments of the play: “My ancestors have been in America since the early 17th 

century, and for the first 244 years, we never had a problem finding a job. But since 1863, it’s 

been hell. It’s been hell because the ideas and attitudes that Americans had toward slaves 

followed them out of slavery and became entrenched in the nation’s psyche.”  

Those attitudes — that blacks were “subhuman,” “lacking in moral personality,” “lazy” and 

“shiftless” — followed the descendants of the liberated slaves north during the Great Migration, 

when Wilson’s own mother moved from North Carolina to the Hill District in 1937.  Brutal 

firsthand brushes with the racism ingrained in American culture forged in Wilson a powerful 

need to face down racism whenever he could. How I Learned What I Learned goes beyond the 

generalized ideas about the oppression of his people and digs into the specifics of his own life.  
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The Hill District of Pittsburgh, PA 
 
There is no better setting for August Wilson’s ten-play cycle than the Hill District of 

Pittsburgh. Sprawling over blocks, the Hill District overlooked downtown Pittsburgh.  

A predominantly Jewish neighborhood in the early twentieth century, the Hill District became 

one of the most energetic and powerful African-American neighborhoods in the country from 

the 1930s to the 1950s. 

(Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh, http://www.clpgh.org/exhibit/neighborhoods/hill/) 

 

Prior to 1930 the Hill District was a diverse neighborhood. There was a strong population of Irish 

and Jewish residents. As African-Americans migrated north they settled in the Hill District to 

escape activities of the Klu Klux Klan.  From the 1930s to the 1950s the Hill District thrived.  It 

was one of the most prosperous and influential black neighborhoods in America.  The Hill 

District became known as “Little Harlem”.  It became a bustling and safe center for music, art 

and literature attracting big name performers like Count Basie and Sarah Vaughan.   

The gradual decline of the Hill District came about for many reasons over the next thirty to forty 

years.  Among those are: 

 

• An urban renewal project, which tore down homes and businesses to make room for the Civic 

Arena and public housing projects in the mid-1950s, displacing over 8,000 residents. 

• In 1968, after the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., the resulting race riot made the area 

even more volatile. 

• The crack epidemic all across Pittsburgh in the 1980s had a strong effect on the Hill District. 

• The failure of the steelmaking industry affected the entire region. 

 

  

By 1990, the population of the Hill District declined 

from over 50,000 to 15,000. Most of the remaining 

residents lived in public housing. Presently the Hill 

District is being gentrified. Gentrification is the term 

used to describe when a deteriorated neighborhood 

undergoes a physical renovation due to an influx of 

wealthier residents. This creates an increase in 

property values and a displacement of the prior, low-

income residents. 

 

 
 

In 1999 August Wilson visited his old home in the Hill District of Pittsburgh, PA 

http://www.clpgh.org/exhibit/neighborhoods/hill/
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Structure of a Play Script 
 

Plot: What happens in a play; the story/stories being told as revealed by what the characters say 

about themselves or each other; the action of the play. 

 
Inciting incident: The launching pad of the play; the action or short sequence of actions that 

constitutes the point of attack. 

 

Rising action: The sequence of actions and events that leads to the climax. 

 

Climax: The action that resolves the conflict; the central dramatic question is answered; comes 

late in the play. 

 
Falling action: The acceptance of the situation derived from the climax; the resolution. 
 

 
Questions: Structure of a Play Script 
 
 
What is the Inciting Incident in How I Learned What I Learned? 
 
List three events in How I Learned What I Learned, that you would call Rising Action. 
 
What is the Climax in How I Learned What I Learned? 
 
What is the Falling Action in How I Learned What I Learned? 
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WRITING ACTIVITIES 
 
 

BEHAVIOR OBJECTIVE: 
STUDENTS WILL UTILIZE THEIR GRAMMATICAL SKILLS TO WRITE A 
PARAGRAPH ABOUT THE FOLLOWING: 

Choose two of the following people, places or events mentioned in the play. What do we find 

out about them? What impact would you say they had on Mr. Wilson’s life? 

The Set:  

Something Is Better Than Nothing: 

Jail: 

Snookie: 

Coltrane: 
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SELF ASSESSMENT  
 

BEHAVIOR OBJECTIVE:  
STUDENTS WILL DEMONSTRATE THEIR UNDERSTANDING OF SELF AND THE MANY LIFE 
SITUATIONS THAT MAY ARISE AND HOW THEY MIGHT HANDLE THEM. 

Choose one of the following strands of the action that occurred in the play and write a 

paragraph explaining how you might handle it. 

Scenario One: Today's the day that your family will be moving to another state, 

where you will not have any friends or relatives. You will not have to go if you do 

not wish to, but staying behind means you will not see your family for a very long 

time. You have a decision to make, how will you adjust if you stay? What 

adjustments will you make if you go?  

Scenario Two: Today's the day that you finally get a job and the owner or boss says 

something that offends you; will you quit your job or stay? 
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URBAN RENEWAL/RESEARCH ACTIVITIY  
 

Think about the neighborhood where you live. 
 
1. What was the demographic of the population and the economic situation in 
your neighborhood in the 1930’s? 
2. How did the demographics change in the subsequent decades all the way to 
the present? 
3. What are the changes your neighborhood is going through now? 
4. Predict what condition your neighborhood will be in ten years from now. 
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Be a Theater Critic: Write a Review 
 
Paragraph 1: ABOUT THE PLAY 

1. What was the title of the play? 

2. Who wrote the play? 

3. Which theater company produced it? 

4. What was your overall reaction to the play? 

5. Give a brief synopsis of the plot of the play. 
 

Paragraph 2: ABOUT THE PLAY (continued) 

1. What aspects of the production (i.e. sets, costumes, lights, sound, acting), were similar 

to how you envisioned them? What aspects were different? What aspects would you 

like to have changed and why? 

2. What stories in the play did you find most/least interesting, entertaining, and 

enjoyable? What about these stories made you like or dislike them so much? 

3. Did the production move too slowly, quickly, or at the right speed? 
 

Paragraph 3: ABOUT THE CHARACTER. 

1. Did he move you personally?  

2. Was the actor’s motivation clear? In other words, could you understand what he 

wanted? 

3. How did the way the actor use his body onstage enhance his performance? 
 

Paragraph 4: ABOUT THE SET 

1. Did the set provide the right environment/atmosphere for the production? If so, how? If 

not, why not? 

2. Did the set reflect the themes and style of the play? 

3. Were there any interesting details in the set? If so, what? 
 

Paragraph 5: ABOUT THE LIGHTING AND THE SOUND 

1. Did the lighting establish the right mood and atmosphere for the production? If so, 

how? If not, why not? 

2. Did the music/sound add to the mood and atmosphere of the production or take away 

from it? How? 
 

Paragraph 6: ABOUT THE COSTUMES 

1. Were the costumes appropriate for the mood and style of the production? If so, why? If 

not, why not? 

2. What clues did the costumes give about the characters?  
 

Paragraph 7: CONCLUSION 
Would you recommend this production to someone? If so, to whom? If not, why? 
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MORE INFORMATION ABOUT THE PLAYWRIGHT 
 
 

PLAYBILL ARTICLE:  August Wilson, one of America's greatest 
playwrights and the author of an epic cycle of dramas about the 
African-American experience in the 20th century, died Sunday, Oct. 
2, the AP reported, citing a family spokesperson. He was 60.  

He died at Swedish Hospital in Seattle, surrounded by his family, 
said Dena Levitin, Wilson's personal assistant. Wilson had revealed 
in late August that he was suffering from inoperable liver cancer and 
had been told he had only months to live.  

His condition was discovered on June 14 by doctors at the University 
of Washington Medical Center in Seattle. They recommended 
chemoembolization, which the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette described as 
"cancer-fighting drugs injected directly into the tumor," and a liver 
transplant. However, it turned out that the disease was at too 

advanced a stage for treatment. 

The shocking news comes just two months after Off-Broadway's Signature Theatre—which 
devotes each season to the work of a single playwright—announced it had decided to push back 
an August Wilson line-up previously announced for 2005-06 to the 2006-07 season. The Wilson 
season is to begin in fall 2006 with a new production of Two Trains Running. The season was 
also to have featured Wilson's one-man show How I Learned What I Learned, which he performs 
himself. 

Since then, Jujamcyn Theatre announced it would rename the Virginia Theatre after Wilson. 
Jujamcyn had produced many of the Broadway productions of Wilson's epic dramas, albeit 
typically at the Walter Kerr Theatre. The new marquee will make its debut on Oct. 17. 

With Radio Golf, Wilson completed his ten-play cycle, which chronicles the African-American 
experience in the past century decade by decade. The 1990s-set work involves real estate 
developers who look to tear down the home of recurring Wilson character Aunt Esther. 

The other plays in Wilson's grand undertaking (in order of decade which the drama is set) 
include Gem of the Ocean, Joe Turner's Come and Gone, Ma Rainey's Black Bottom, The Piano 
Lesson, Seven Guitars, Fences, Two Trains Running, Jitney and King Hedley II. All have played 
Broadway, except for Jitney, which was an Off-Broadway hit. (Jitney was actually the first play of 
the series that he created. He said he wrote it in ten days in 1979, at an Arthur Treacher's Fish 
and Chips in St. Paul.) 

All of the Broadway productions were nominated for a Tony Award for Best Play. Fences won 
the prize. Wilson won two Pulitzer Prizes for Drama, for Fences and The Piano Lesson. 

 

 

August Wilson 
Photo Credit: Aubrey Reuben 
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His plays were usually set in the Hill District of Pittsburgh, the place of his birth. Filled with 
vibrant characters, and soaring language, they filled American stages with a kind of dramatic 
poetry and sure-footed storytelling not seen since the heyday of Tennessee Williams, while at 
the same time posing the sort of towering moral questions associated with Arthur Miller. 

Many a stage actor benefited from the juicy and loquacious roles he created; Mary Alice, Ruben 
Santiago-Hudson, Angela Bassett, Delroy Lindo, Charles S. Dutton, L. Scott Caldwell, Courtney B. 
Vance, Viola Davis and S. Epatha Merkerson all found career-altering parts in his dramas. They 
were rewarded in other ways as well: Alice, Santiago-Hudson, Caldwell and Davis all won Tony 
Awards for their work, as did James Earl Jones and Laurence Fishburne, the stars of Fences and 
Two Trains Running, respectively. 

The works were seasoned and refined through a then-unique, and now quite common, passage 
through a series of regional houses. During these stops, Wilson would trim and revise his scripts. 
Sometimes, key roles would be recast. The journey almost always ended on Broadway. The 
behind-the-scenes personnel rarely changed. Benjamin Mordecai, who died earlier this year, 
was his most frequent producer. Lloyd Richards directed every play from Ma Rainey's Black 
Bottom—which the director plucked out of a pile of plays at the Eugene O'Neill Playwrights 
Conference in the early '80s—to 1996's Seven Guitars. On his last few plays, he worked with 
Marion McClinton. Kenny Leon directed Gem of the Ocean in 2004 when McClinton fell ill. The 
latter works were rated less highly that his earlier triumphs. Nonetheless, critics routinely 
treated the arrival of a new Wilson play with a sense of occasion, anticipating the chance for a 
rare glimmer of dramatic greatness of the commercial Broadway strip. 

He was born Frederick August Kittel on April 27, 1945, to Frederick Kittel, a white baker who had 
emigrated from Germany—a man whom he rarely discussed—and the black Daisy Wilson. He 
was one of six children. When his father died in 1965, he changed his name to August Wilson. 

He didn't finish high school, and helped educate himself at the public library. He started writing 
in 1965, according to the AP, when he acquired a used typewriter. He won the money to buy it 
by writing a term paper on Robert Frost and Carl Sandberg for his sister, a Fordham student. "I 
took the $20, and I went down to Kern Typewriter Store and spent it all in one place," he told 
Playbill's Harry Haun. "I bought this typewriter for $20. It was $20 plus tax, and I didn't have the 
tax, and the guy told me, 'That's okay.' I didn't even have bus fare home so I had to walk home 
with this typewriter. It weighed about 30 pounds. When I got home, I plopped it down on the 
kitchen table and said, 'I am a writer.' It was then I realized I didn't know how to type." 

At first, he tried his hand at poetry, not attempting plays until some years later. He said in 
interviews that he would wait for his characters to speak to him before his began writing a new 
play. Many figures would appear in more than one play in his cycle. Music also informed his 
writing. 

"I chose the blues as my aesthetic," Wilson told Playbill in 1996. "I don't do any research other 
than listen to the blues. That tells me everything I need to know, and I go from there. I create 
worlds out of the ideas and the attitudes and the material in the blues. I think the blues are the 
best literature that blacks have. It is an expression of our people and our response to the world. 
I don't write about the blues; I'm not influenced by the blues. I am the blues." 
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August Wilson was often outspoken and his willingness to speak his mind sometimes bred 
controversy—no time more so than when, at the June 1996 national conference of the Theatre 
Communications Group, he used the keynote address to assail what he perceived as a racist 
imbalance in non-profit theatre. He noting that only one of 66 theatres in the League of 
Resident Theatres was black, called for a new black theatre and also criticized non-traditional 
casting. Critic Robert Bruste in published a retort, saying Wilson's ideas were a step backward 
from the sweeping social integration that occurred in the '60s and '70s. The war of words 
culminated in the two men debating on Jan. 27, 1998, before an SRO crowd at New York's Town 
Hall, a meeting moderated by Anna Deavere Smith. 

On another occasion, he insisted the movie version of his most popular play, Fences, be directed 
by a black director, arguing his case in Spin magazine. The movie was not made. He himself 
wrote the teleplay for a TV version of The Piano Lesson, which was directed by his longtime 
collaborator, Richards. 

In other ways, Wilson did not court the spotlight. He seemed to fit the description of that 
antiquated figure of decades past: the serious writer. He habitually dressed in a suit and tie, 
topped off by his trademark short-brimmed cap. He kept himself above and apart from the 
more commercial, vulgar aspects of the profession and concentrated on the writing, not the 
business. He ate at the Edison Cafe, not Joe Allen's, and lived as far away from the heart of the 
American theatre—New York—as he could: Seattle. 

However, he never forgot the city he came from. In an interview with Playbill, he told of his early 
years, when he trying to become a poet. "I was a poor man, and I bought a record player at a 
thrift shop for three dollars," he says. "It only played 78s. The thrift shop also had 78 [rpm] 
records for a nickel apiece. I would go there every day and buy maybe ten records. I did this for 
months and had about 2,000 records. They were a virtual history of thirties and forties popular 
music. 

"One day in my stack of records I saw this odd-looking, typewritten yellow label. I put on this 
song called 'Nobody in Town Can Bake a Sweet Jelly Roll Like Mine,' by Bessie Smith. And I heard 
this woman's voice that was so strikingly different than anything I'd ever heard. I was stunned, 
and I listened to it again. And I listened to it again. I listened to it 22 straight times. And I said, 
'This is mine.' I knew that all the other music I'd listened to wasn't mine. But this was the lady 
downstairs in my boarding house she could sing this song. And I began to look at the people in 
the house in which I lived in a new way, to connect them to the record, to connect that to some 
history. I claimed that music, and I've never looked back." 

Cited: Simonson, Robert. www.playbill.com. Playwright August Wilson, Who Chronicled African-
American Experience, Is Dead at 60. 02 Oct 2005. <http://www.playbill.com/news/article/ 
playwright-august-wilson-who-chronicled-african-american-experience-is-dead> 


