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We are looking at August Wilsons Play The Piano Lesson which is a 1987 play and it 

looks at a very different kind of history in modern America. It looks at a very detailed 

look at the slave trade the history of 3 generations which from the perspective of a family 

was majorly affected by the slave trade. So, this play is set in the 1930s in Pittsburgh and 

August Wilson takes us through the journey of a certain legacy which becomes the bone 

of contention which becomes the point of departure in this play which is a piano. 

The question which is central in The Piano Lesson is about legacy. What does one do 

with legacy, how does one respond as a family as a community as a part of as some a 

person who is part of a historical process, how does one respond to a legacy, how does 

one respond to an object which symbolizes legacy and how do how does one go about 

negotiating with the various socio political as well as historical and even emotional 

aspects of such aspects of legacy. 
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So, in this work August Wilson is helping us to trace the history of one family and one 

incident which had left a permanent impact in the family’s history and this incident is 

part of the slave narrative of the slave legacy. 



(Refer Slide Time: 01:53). 

 

So, what we begin to see right from the outset is that there are 2 siblings one is Boy 

Willie and the other is Berniece and we find that Boy Willie is coming to visit Berniece 

after a gap of 3 years. He has traveled all the way from Mississippi he has a partner with 

him and they are also bringing a truckload of watermelons to be sold and in the hope of 

making a fortune. 

Berniece is very suspicious we saw it at the outside of the play itself is very suspicious of 

the things that Boy Willie is claiming and including how they got the truck and what 

they proposed to do with the watermelons. This piece of information is that this 

presumably happy update that Boy Willie is sharing with Berniece is that Sutter is dead.  

So, he seems to be she seems to be suspicious of the very presence of Boy Willie. In this 

context, what we are also as an audience, but we are also being made privy to is the way 

in which the members in the same family are having very different very diverse attitudes 

about the past. 

So as it is pointed out in this essay right at the outset there is a sense of escape there is a 

kind of a dream that Boy Willie seems to be wanting to pursue. But his dream of escape 

is blunted by Bernice’s unwillingness to sell this piano. The piano in that sense becomes 

a very central piece it also occupies a very central piece physically in that living room as 

we can see. So, when Boy Willie wants to sell the piano and in order to buy the land that 



the dead Sutter is about to sell, Berniece chooses to see this piano as a sacred icon of the 

family’s legacy, the family’s sacrificial history which is very precious to her. 

So, throughout the play we find that the piano thus becomes a touchstone by which these 

antithetical attitudes about the past may get evaluated. So, it is perhaps too early to 

comment on which side is more judicious or more idealist. But the process that they 

undergo the trauma and the struggle and the different memories that they relive in this 

process, they become very important in this process of storytelling.  

So, what Wilson has done over here is to redefine the frustration of carrying the burden 

of the past and this is also the kind of a past which we do not find being narrated in the 

other plays, it is an ugly past. It is a past that modern America may not want to lay claim 

to and this is a past which is tainted by slave trade slave narratives and a lot of ugly 

instances which are not part of the American dream that twentieth century America 

seems to have embraced. 

So and in this play this Wilson August Wilson redefines the frustration of carrying the 

burden of the past and this in fact this burden of the past which is there at the center in 

most of his plays as well as in most of the other twentieth century American plays. It also 

brings into this added question of whether the past is burdensome or not how does one 

make use of it in the present how would one utilize ones past to ones advantage in the 

present.  

So, as he himself mentioned in one of his interviews the real issue is piano the legacy 

how are you going to use it. So, the piano or the legacy or what has been handed over 

here becomes an object an emotion an experience, which can be utilized and in which 

way it could be utilized and then for in which way the family can get mileage out of it 

that is something which we will soon see as well. 

So if we take this aspect of the past and the various ways in which the past could be 

utilized you find that occupying a central position in a number of place. The previous 

play that we looked at A Raisin in the Sun we find that there is an inheritance that comes 

to the family from the through an insurance and it is like an inheritance from the father 

after his death and the crisis is about how to use this money.  



But here it is a very different sort of a legacy it is not something which is handed over by 

a family by an individual, but it’s a historical experience which becomes the ancestor 

over here. It is a historical experience which becomes the determining factor in terms of 

evaluating this object which is being handed over. 

So there is an antithetical element over here which with Boy Willie wanting to sell the 

piano in order to claim the land of a family who owned them as slaves. And on the other 

hand we have Berniece position well she does not want to let go of this piano, because 

for her it is about holding on to a past which is also about resilience. 
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So, this is a piano which bears the carvings of their grandfather Bernice’s and Boy 

Willies grandfathers piano, it has those African totem like carvings which also makes it a 

very culturally significant item. So, in this tale and as well as in this piano we find rich 

images of bondage acceptance and retribution and this is something which has been 

handed down  handed down from father to son over generations without missing out any 

detail from the time of it is inception.  

This detailing which is evident in the physical presence of the piano too it is very 

important over here, it is in the details that this experience has depth and there is now the 

narrative about slave trade and how in a very grand eloquent way the modern America 

also brought those practices to an end.  



But this story which unfolds in front of us this experience of the slave narrative which 

unfolds in front of us, it has a very telling experiential element to it with all the details 

which makes it more like an individual’s story rather than a narrative which the nation or 

a community lays claim to. 

So, here this in this piano we can find that it is a very tangible expression of the family’s 

engagement with the slave narrative. The families experience as slaves in even before 3 

generations and for Boy Willie and this dynamic of enslavement as pointed out in this 

essay is not just a product of oral tradition.  

The events of his own life constitute in his mind metaphorical enslavement and from 

which he is also trying to desperately flee and for him this experience by this experience 

could be made better by buying this land which was previously owned by the ones who 

were by the family for whom his own family Charles family used to work as a slaves. 

He thinks would offer him substantial degree of achievement and self realization and this 

is an individual journey, this is a journey towards a certain kind of a dream which would 

could be realized only if he foregoes this prized possession. And of course, in his mind it 

is not a prized possession it is more like a reminder of an ugly past which again  which 

has a very different significance for Berniece. 
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So, if we look at the structure of this play it is in the form of a narrative within a 

narrative, it is a literal slave narrative which is integrated into a metaphorical one. So, we 

have the literal slave narrative on the one hand and the metaphorical slave narrative on 

the other hand and this is how this the historiographical elements are getting 

foregrounded here within this on a framework of fiction over here framework of  this a 

fictional retelling of this the slave narrative. 

The success of Boy Willie’s narrative is dependent upon a shared understanding of a 

traditional family narrative and this is the same one which is related by Doaker, so that 

the interchange between the two narratives become a form of the black folk tradition of 

call and response. So, that is also the title of this essay call and response through which a 

performer interacts with an audience in a rhythmic counterpoint of improvisation and 

emotive language that becomes both song and dialogue as in the black religious tradition. 

So, this play in some sense is replicating this oral tradition the with the call and response 

folk tradition, where there are certain kinds of instances also which become dialogic in 

nature in this in the format of this play in the conception of this play. But however, what 

happens over here is that in piano lesson Boy Willie is never able to take charge of his 

own narrative , because in every move that he makes in his attempt to escape the legacy 

which is left  by the piano.  

It is in response to this grand narrative that this piano as an object itself is creating. So, 

on his own in fact he is not making any move he is only responding to this narrative 

which is already supplied by the piano. 
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If we could take a look at this play in detail we find that there is a certain kind of 

masculinity which a character like Boy Willie is articulating. There is a certain kind of 

masculinity which is aggressive and say naive at the same time he wants to become a 

landowner. And this could be achieved this dream could be achieved only by getting rid 

by a selling an heirloom which is part of his ancestral history and this is an ancestral 

history which the mainstream American life perhaps  does not reflect that very well. 
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And here in lies the complication and here in like the complexity of a play like this as 

well. When we are trying to go deeper into the historiographical elements of this play 

when we are trying to get into the ancestral history of this play, we find that it is also 

cutting into certain ideas it is also cutting right into certain grand narratives that America 

as a nation is upholding.  

Of course, there is a political departure, there is a sociological departure and a cultural 

departure that as a nation America has made. But nevertheless when one is looking at a 

play like this we find that it is also threatening to unveil, it is also threatening to unpack a 

certain coherence which seems to be built into the notion of American dream. 

So for a character like Boy Willie when he is trying to buy the land which Sutter’s 

brother is selling and trying to get a certain sense of self-realization and self-worth. It is 

it becomes intertwined in the ancestral history because of which he cannot even make up 

make a decision, because his decision is never and his in an individual decision his 

decision is something which is also heavily influenced by and also heavily determined by 

the choices that his sibling Berniece would also make.  

So, the preservation of this piano and the preservation of this ancestral history in that 

sense seems like a burden which is falling squarely on Berniece and Berniece 

interestingly is not even using the piano much,  though she does not she would not sell 

she would not agree to sell the piano but she is not using it either. And that is another 

kind of complex metaphor that one would want to deal with while looking at this play.  

And Berniece will not sell the play, but she does not use it to create a music either and 

this is perhaps  something which is presented to us right at the outset as an event as an 

incident as something that needs to be resolved as well. So here the distinction the 

dichotomy is between the son who wants to use his legacy as capital, but who cannot use 

it and the daughter who has access to it, but who would not want to use it at all.  

So, I hope  this is becoming clearer to you in terms of what August Wilson has in mind 

when he talks about using this legacy as capital, using this legacy as something out of 

which  the family or the individual could get mileage . 
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So, this is how  when Doaker is revealing this to Boy Willie, Boy Willie is asking I am 

going to talk to her has she been playing on it  she would not touch that piano I is not 

never known her to touch it since mama Ola died. So it could be the trauma as well she is 

also  a woman who is in mourning her husband died just 3 years back, she is a woman in 

mourning her mother has died and there is a lot of trauma individual trauma emotional 

trauma and a historical trauma which has been passed on.  

So, it could be because of those reasons it is over 7 years now she said it got blood on it 

she got Maretha playing on it though say Maretha can go on and do everything do 

everything she cannot do, got her in an extra school down at the Irene Kaufman 

settlement house she want Maretha to go up and be a school teacher say she is good 

enough she can teach on the piano.  

So, this is very interesting on her own left to herself Berniece does not want to even 

touch the piano or use it, blame it on the trauma blame it on the distance that the 

emotional distance that she feels it with because of the traumatic involvement that she 

has. But she wants her to do her daughter to continue playing it to grow up playing it to 

grow up using the piano. 

So the use of the piano over here is very different the way Boy Willie and Berniece 

experiences it. So, Boy Willie says she does not need to play the piano she can always 



play the guitar. Now Doaker comes straight to the point to find out the details about the 

land that Sutter has left and how much his brother is selling. 
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So, if we could just go through this passage he got a 100 acres good land he done sold it 

piece by piece kept the good part for himself. Now he got to give that up his brother 

came down from Chicago for the funeral he up there in Chicago got some kind of 

business with soda fountain equipment he anxious to sell the land Doaker he do not want 

to be bothered with it. 

So this is a role reversal over here and this is a role reversal that a person like Boy Willie 

wants to capitalize on as well. Now he finds himself with this possibility of being on the 

other side of history and he wants to be able to be the landowner and be the owner of the 

land where his ancestors worked. And this becomes again ironically possible only if he is 

willing to sell the heirloom which reminds him of this ancestral experience of this the 

history of this slave life.  

“If you come to the second half of this passage told her what a good man Sutter was and 

how he had my sympathy and all told him to give me two weeks. He said he would wait 

on me that is why I come up here sell them watermelons get Berniece to sell that piano 

put them 2 parts with the part one I saved walk in there tip my hat lay my money down 

on the table get my deed and walk out this time I get to keep all the cotton hire me some 

men to work it for me gin my cotton get my seed and I will see you again next year.” 



So this is very important  and this is also  couple of lines which is there in the epigraph 

of this play as well, because this play itself begins with this quotation from Skip James 

he was a Mississippi blues musician and he wrote in the 1930 gin my cotton sell my seed 

buy my baby everything she need.  

So, this epigraph and the way it gets used in this  the way Boy Willie is talking about the 

land that Sutter’s brother is about to sell it exemplifies and condenses the thematic the 

central thematic conflict which identifies  which defines this play it is again  what to do 

with ones legacy. 

So this conflict over legacy appears as this choice between climbing the forging ahead 

and climbing the economic ladder or just attending to the memory of past injustices. So, 

what kind of choice would one make the kind that Boy Willie would make or the kind 

that Berniece would make? So, which is why he then here there is scene also Boy Willie 

is made to repeat this refrain gin my cotton get my seed.  

So, with this scheme it is what the play is also implying is that Willie would achieve the 

economic self sufficiency which is only possible in the changed America, where slave 

trade is no longer possible. Where the slave lives are no longer lived the way it used to 

be how where a different order has come into being where a black American person can 

buy land. 

So this is a changed America there is a change to there are changed possibilities which a 

person like Boy Willie wants to capitalize on as well. So, right after this we know that 

there is a history of slavery that we get to know which is very uncomfortable which is 

also about recovery and reunion. But it is also something which leaves us this with 

central question of how would one make the most judicious and moral lesson when one 

is encountered with such questions in terms of what to do with ones legacy.  

So, Doaker is saying again that Berniece would be completely unwilling to sell this piano 

and he is narrating some white fellow was going around to all the colored people’s 

houses looking to buy musical instruments, he buy anything drums guitars harmonicas 

pianos a very sent him past here looked at the piano and got excited offered her a nice 

price she turned him down and got on a very for sending him past the man kept on her 

about 2 weeks he seen where she was not going to sell it. 
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He gave her his number and asked her if she would ever want to sell it to sell it to call 

him first say he would get go one better than what anybody else would give her for it. 

“How much did he offer for it now me she did not say and I did not ask I know it was a 

nice price?” So, Doaker makes it again and again very clear that she is not going to sell 

it.  

“Boy Willie is sticks to his point and says she is not going to sell it, but I am going to tell 

it I would not I own just as much of it as she does.” So, who has the right who has the 

ownership over legacy who has the right to make use of it these are against a few 

questions that this play foregrounds. 
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So, the play takes a very dramatic turn from now on when Berniece she thinks that she 

saw Sutter’s ghost at on top of the steps. So, she is yelling out for help and seeing Suttor 

Sutter standing at the top of the steps. Hey Doaker what is wrong with her Berniece what 

is wrong who was you talking to she says she has seen Sutter’s ghost standing at the top 

of the stairs, seen what Sutter she is not seen no Sutter he was standing right up there that 

is all in Berniece’s head is not nobody up there go upon there Doaker.  

I will take a word for it Berniece talking about what she has seen she say Sutter’s ghost 

standing at the top of the steps she is not just making all that up she is up there dreaming 

she is she has not seen any ghost. So, we find here that these siblings both Boy Willie as 

well as Boy Willie as well as Berniece they just refuse to believe the things that they tell 

each other. 

When Boy Willie is telling her about the truck and why he came up over there, there is 

an absolute refusal to engage with him and believe him. And now when she is telling him 

about a very traumatic experience of seeing a ghost he refuses to believe that too and we 

find that both of them have their own reasons to stick to their beliefs and stick to what 

they choose to believe in this context. 
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So, as this play enters different phase now with Berniece seeing the ghost and we find a 

layered structure emerging already we will take a look at how this essay is also choosing 

to read this layered structure. Wilson posits then a complex universal way of looking at 

black history and does. So, by structuring The Piano Lesson on three tiers, first he 

creates a play within a play by describing mythological slave narrative carved into the 

plays focus object an old piano, repeated several times by the plays characters.  

And the second one is when he uses the piano and it is antenna narrative as a haunting 

presence in the call and response manner of black folk tradition, as a call to which Boy 

Willie in his quest for self realization must respond if he is to achieve this goal. So, there 

are different layers in this storytelling process. 
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And finally, August Wilson is juxtaposing Willies undertaking with that of his slave 

ancestors and making his quest an extension of theirs. So, Boy Willies play Boy Willies 

story Boy Willies life Boy Willies experiences and this play itself it becomes they all 

become a metaphorical slave narrative in it is own right metaphorical slave narrative 

when we look at it in a composite sense. 

So we will bring this discussion to an end with this and it is strongly encouraged to go 

through the play in order to appreciate the depth of what August Wilson is trying to 

convey. And there is only one central theme which he is reiterating over here about the 

presence of this piano as a legacy a tangible legacy, an object which could either be 

preserved or made use of in order to claim other kinds of fortunes.  

So, what kind of decisions would individuals take when they are faced with such 

possibilities, when they are faced with such difficult choices that is the question that 

continues to remain at the heart of this play. 


