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questions are answerable . . . from their angle. That is what the 
incumbent means by “the role of campus god.” All things consid-
ered, there have been less constructive deities.

AUGUST WILSON IN THE  
“CITY THAT ENCOURAGES DREAMS”

ROBERT LACY

Theater, like the movies, is a collaborative art. In addition to the playwright, 
one needs a director, actors, a set designer, and numerous lesser contribu-
tors. It also helps to have a supportive community capable of providing a 
dependable audience base. Assembling all this, and keeping it together, can 
be no mean task, especially in this electronic age of the short attention span. 
But it can successfully happen.

One of the most successful collaborations in American theatrical history 
took place in St. Paul, Minnesota, beginning in the late 1970s. That’s when 
a newly arrived nobody, calling himself August Wilson, teamed up with the 
fledgling Penumbra Theater and, with the help of money from the state’s 
Bush, McKnight, and Jerome foundations, began to produce and stage a 
succession of remarkable plays exploring the black experience in America. 
The Yale Repertory Theater and the Eugene O’Neill Theater Center in far- 
off Connecticut would help too over time, as would the Minneapolis Play-
wrights Center, but in the beginning it was largely a St. Paul show.

The late Claude Purdy, a black stage director and cofounder with Lou 
Bellamy of Penumbra, deserves credit for luring Wilson to St. Paul in the 
first place. Purdy himself had come out to the city from Pittsburgh in 1975 
to direct a Penumbra production of The Great White Hope and had liked 
the experience and St. Paul so much that he decided to stay. He and Wilson 
had been pals back in Pittsburgh’s Hill District, where Wilson was known 
primarily at the time as a poet. Purdy, while still in Pittsburgh, had con-
vinced Wilson to convert a number of linked poems about an Old West 
character named Black Bart into a satirical play. In 1977 he called Wilson 
from St. Paul and urged him to come there and rewrite it. He even bought 
Wilson the plane ticket to do so. 

“He sent me a ticket and I went,” Wilson recalled to an interviewer in 
1984, “and I said, ‘This is a nice place, I should move up here.’ And a couple 
of months after that I did.”

Simple as that: he came, he saw, he stayed. In an interview with  Minnesota 
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Public Radio in 2009, Lou Bellamy, the cofounder and longtime director 
at Penumbra, further elaborated on Purdy’s role in bringing Wilson to St. 
Paul. Purdy convinced Wilson, Bellamy says, by telling him that St. Paul, 
and Minnesota generally, provided “a philanthropic environment as well as 
an educated audience that was willing to support this work. You gotta come 
here and see this.” 

Wilson arrived in Minnesota in March of 1978. He came as an unknown 
thirty-three-year-old poet. When he left for Seattle a dozen years later it 
would be as a world-renowned, two-time Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright.

But in the beginning it wasn’t easy. His first job in St. Paul was with the 
Minnesota Science Museum, where he wrote children’s plays based on 
Native-American folk tales (How Coyote Got Its Name) for the museum’s 
anthropology unit. It was a good gig, and it paid well, but it didn’t leave him 
much time for his own writing. So he quit the museum and hired on as a 
cook for Little Brothers of the Poor in St. Paul. The job only paid eighty-
eight dollars a week, but it gave him the free time to get his writing done. 
“It was the best job I ever had,” he would later say.

Wilson’s stage language was at first self-consciously poetic. It lacked the 
earthiness and the folk rhythms that would eventually come to characterize 
it. He had grown up in Pittsburgh’s Hill District, among streetwise, world-
class talkers who hung out at a local cigar store and pool hall called Pat’s 
Place. They had been his tutors, his “walking history books.” But it wasn’t 
until he got to St. Paul that he began to hear their voices clearly. In St. 
Paul “There weren’t many black folks around,” as he explained to the writer 
John Lahr in a 2001 New Yorker profile. “In that silence, I could hear the 
language for the first time.” The silence and the fresh perspective that being 
away from the Hill District gave him made all the difference—much as it 
had for young Ernest Hemingway, sitting in cafés in Paris in the 1920s and 
filling his student composition books with stories about his boyhood sum-
mers in northern Michigan. 

Also like Hemingway, Wilson preferred writing in bars and cafes, often 
jotting down his ideas on cocktail napkins because of the freedom—his 
word—it gave him: if he didn’t like what he had just written, well, it was 
only a cocktail napkin, he could throw it away. A favorite hangout in his early 
days in St. Paul was a place called Esteban’s on Grand Avenue. He became 
a regular there, on a first-name basis with the bartender and with other 
patrons. A night owl, he would often come in with his notepad late in the 
evening, after the lights had been dimmed and everyone had settled in. And 
once they got to know him the others in the bar began to honor his pres-
ence in an odd endearing way. As he told the interviewer Dinah Livingston 
in a Minnesota Monthly piece in 1987, “They’d say, ‘August is here, and he’s 
writing’—so they’d turn the lights up. That really made me feel welcome. It 
was a good place.” 
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Wilson submitted five St. Paul-written scripts to the O’Neill Theater Cen-
ter at Yale before one, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, was finally accepted. This 
brought him into contact with Lloyd Richards, the artistic director at Yale, 
and would be the beginning of a longtime collaboration between the two. 
With Richards’s help Ma Rainey, a meditation on race and the blues set in 
a recording studio in Chicago in the 1920s, opened on Broadway in 1984. 
It got rave reviews, from Frank Rich of the New York Times among oth-
ers, and went on to win the 1985 New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award 
as best new play of the year. From then on there was no stopping Wilson. 
Fences, his play about an ex-Negro League baseball player’s conflict with his 
football-minded son, won the Pulitzer in 1987 and The Piano Lesson, about 
the struggle between a brother and sister over a valuable family heirloom, 
won another Pulitzer in 1990. All three plays were written while Wilson was 
living in St. Paul, as was Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, which Wilson always 
said was his own favorite of his plays. Penumbra, one of the few black reper-
tory theaters in the country, served as Wilson’s laboratory, along with Yale, 
for all these plays. They were trimmed and tuned there before being sent to 
Broadway, where one of them, Fences, would eventually become the high-
est grossing nonmusical play in Broadway history. Like Claude Purdy, Lou 
Bellamy would become Wilson’s close friend as well as colleague. It was in 
St. Paul, too, that Wilson first hatched his fantastic scheme of writing a play 
chronicling the black experience in America in every decade of the twenti-
eth century. By the time he was through, and living out in Seattle, he had, 
amazingly, accomplished this goal: ten plays turned out in a period of some 
two decades, and most of them—the best of them—written in St. Paul.

Not bad for a high-school dropout.

He was born Fredrick August Kittel in Pittsburgh in 1945. His father was a 
German-American baker with an evil temper and a drinking problem who 
wasn’t around a lot. His mother was a strong-willed black woman up from 
the South named Daisy Wilson, whom he adored. When he began casting 
about as a young poet for a literary name for himself he settled on “August 
Wilson,” he has said, “because it looked good on the page.” He was very 
bright, could read by the time he was four, but had trouble staying in school. 
He finally dropped out permanently after a teacher accused him of plagia-
rizing a paper on Napoleon he had written for a class assignment. A self-
described “race man,” he grew up during the era of the emergent Black 
Power movement in America. Malcolm X and the militant poet-playwright 
Amiri Baraka were two of his cultural heroes. In later years Wilson would 
often cite “the four B’s”—the blues, Baraka, the Argentine writer-fabulist 
Jorge Luis Borges, and the painter-collagist Romare Bearden—as being the 
chief influences on his writing and his thought. From Borges, he’d say, he 
got “those wonderful gaucho stories from which I learned that you can be 
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specific as to time and place and culture and still have the work resonate 
with the universal themes of love, honor, duty, betrayal, etc.”; from Baraka 
he learned that “all art is political, although I don’t write political plays”; 
and from Bearden he learned that “the fullness and richness of everyday 
life can be rendered without compromise or sentimentality.” But the big-
gest of the four B’s, as he would often insist, was the blues. For Wilson the 
blues was central to the black experience. It was how blacks responded to 
the world around them, the plight they discovered themselves in. Bessie 
Smith’s “Nobody in Town Can Bake a Sweet Jelly Roll Like Mine,” which 
Wilson first heard on a bootleg 78-rpm record he’d bought for a nickel at a 
St. Vincent de Paul thrift shop, changed his life, he said. As he explained it 
to Lahr in the New Yorker piece, “It made me look at the world differently. 
It gave the people in the rooming house where I lived, and also my mother, 
a history I didn’t know they had. It was the beginning of my consciousness 
that I was the carrier of some very valuable antecedents.”

He was also a great admirer of yet another b, the novelist-essayist James 
Baldwin, from whom, he said, he accepted the call for “a profound articula-
tion of the black tradition,” by which was meant, Wilson explained, “that 
field of manners and rituals of intercourse that can sustain a man once he’s 
left his father’s house.” 

Wilson was a soft-spoken man, but he had a quick temper, and much 
of his writing was fueled, at least in the beginning, by pent-up anger and 
resentment. He had come to think of blacks in America as being after-
thoughts to the larger white society. “They’re left over from history,” he told 
one of his many interviewers. “You see, cotton is no longer king, and there’s 
no longer a need for these thirty-five million people that are in our society. 
There are no avenues for them to participate other than music and sports.” 
Never one to shy away from controversy, Wilson saw his role as standing up 
for a largely voiceless people. He engaged in a much publicized debate in 
1997 with Robert Brustein of the Yale Drama School during which Wilson 
argued against so-called color-blind casting of plays and movies. He thought 
the idea was silly and ridiculed the notion of Arthur Miller’s Death of a 
Salesman with an all-black cast. Brustein accused him of being “segregation-
ist” in his thinking, but Wilson refused to back down. He also thought, even 
more controversially, and said so, that blacks had made a mistake in leaving 
the South, where they had ties to the land and cultural traditions, to settle 
in what he saw as the inhospitable cities of the North. 

Wilson also created a stir when he insisted that the Hollywood studio 
that had optioned Fences employ a black director for any film it planned to 
make. “I declined a white director,” he explained in an article published in 
Spin magazine in 1990, “not on the basis of race but on the basis of culture. 
White directors are not qualified for the job. The job requires someone who 
shares the specifics of the culture of Black Americans.” The result of this 
was, and continues to be, that no film of Fences has yet been made. 
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Like William Shakespeare before him, August Wilson was a poet who 
made his living as a playwright. His mastery of stagecraft was never com-
plete. He tended to overelaborate; scenes ran on too long; plot points 
became muddied. And that’s where Richards, Purdy, and Bellamy came in. 
They helped Wilson shape the plays into viewable events. But it was Wil-
son’s language that had brought them there, and it was the music of that 
language that made the plays soar. Hearing the hurt and anger in the voice 
of a Troy Maxson in Fences as he rages against the bigotry that had kept him 
from becoming a big-league ballplayer and consigned him to being a gar-
bage collector instead—no audience, whatever its makeup, can help but be 
moved. Listening to Willie Boy and his sister Berniece in The Piano Lesson 
wrangle over what to do about an ancient piano that is both the symbol of 
and the means for escaping their current misery, makes all of us re-examine 
the roles of tradition, history, and blood in our own lives.

Wilson married a white social worker named Judy Oliver some months 
after he moved to St. Paul. She had been introduced to him by Claude 
 Purdy’s wife. It was his second marriage, and it too would end in divorce 
as Wilson’s fame grew and as the decade of the eighties gave way to the 
nineties. Wilson would cite this divorce as his reason, ultimately, for leav-
ing St. Paul and moving to Seattle. Why Seattle? “Because,” as he told an 
interviewer out there, “it reminded me of St. Paul.” He would live out the 
remainder of his life in Seattle, when he wasn’t traveling the world shep-
herding new plays into production and giving interviews. He would die in 
2005 of cancer of the liver at the age of sixty, but not before he’d had the 
chance to plan his own funeral. 

Like Walt Whitman, August Wilson contained multitudes. He was con-
tradictory by nature, hard to pin down. Soft-spoken, yet quick to anger. 
Street-smart, he was a voracious reader and spoke, when he chose to, like a 
college don. Northern cities may have been inhospitable to the mass of his 
people, as he maintained, but in St. Paul he found a place where he could 
get his work done. Eccentric, quixotic, mercurial: these were adjectives 
those who knew applied to him (his Seattle wife would describe his taste in 
home furnishings as “beyond eccentric”). And then there was the matter of 
that funeral that he planned for himself. Its high point and focal moment 
was a trumpet solo rendered beautifully—it’s said by those in attendance—
by Wynton Marsalis of the famous Marsalis family of New Orleans, blues 
and jazz masters all. And what was it that the blues-haunted, jazz-saturated 
 Wilson asked Marsalis to play? Why, “Danny Boy,” of course. It was said by 
 others to be Wilson’s favorite song.

Ponder that. “Danny Boy.” Has a whiter song ever been written? Why on 
earth would Wilson choose that? Had it been his favorite song when he first 
arrived in St. Paul, that most Irish of American cities, where St. Patrick’s 
Day is celebrated with a fervor other locales reserve for Christmas and the 
Fourth of July? Or was it a preference he had developed over time—say 
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a dozen years—among a people who treated him with the deference and 
respect he so richly deserved? 

Back in 1987, after Fences had won its Pulitzer Prize, St. Paul mayor 
George Latimer proclaimed May 27 of that year “August Wilson Day” 
throughout the city. Wilson was so touched by the gesture that he wrote to 
the St. Paul City Council expressing his gratitude. Part of what he said in his 
letter was, “In St. Paul I found a city that encourages dreams.” 


