
The Piano Lesson Play Script 1

The Piano Lesson Play Script

The Piano Lesson Play
Script

Downloaded from
everybodystreet.com by

Santos & Hadassah

AUGUST WILSON’S
MASTERPIECE: A DEEP DIVE INTO
THE PIANO LESSON PLAY SCRIPT

The Piano Lesson play script stands
as  one  of  the  most  powerful  and
enduring  works  in  American  theatre.
Written  by  the  legendary  playwright
August Wilson, this Pulitzer Prize-winning
drama is  the  fourth  installment  in  his
monumental ten-play “Pittsburgh Cycle.”
Far more than a simple story about a

family  heirloom,  The  Piano  Lesson
play  script  delves  into  the  complex
legacies  of  slavery,  the  meaning  of
heritage,  and  the  struggle  between
honoring the past and building a future.
For  actors,  directors,  and  students  of
drama,  this  script  offers  a  rich  tapestry
of  language,  conflict,  and  profound
thematic  depth  that  continues  to
resonate  with  modern  audiences.
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The Heart of the
Story: A Family
Divided by a

Piano
Set  in  1936  in  the  home  of  Doaker
Charles  in  Pittsburgh,  The  Piano
Lesson  play  script  centers  on  a
powerful,  painful  conflict  between  a
brother and a sister. The central object
of  contention  is  a  beautifully  carved
upright  piano  that  has  been  in  the
Charles  family  for  generations.  The
piano’s surface is adorned with exquisite
carvings depicting the family’s  history,

from  their  African  roots  through  the
horrors  of  enslavement  and  into  the
post-Reconstruction  era.  The  carvings
were made by an enslaved ancestor, a
master woodcarver, who was forced by
the white slave owner to commemorate
the family’s sale and separation.
Boy  Willie,  a  brash  and  ambitious
sharecropper  from  Mississippi,  has
arrived in Pittsburgh with a singular goal:
to sell the piano and use the money to
purchase the land where his ancestors
were enslaved. To him, selling the piano
is not a betrayal of his heritage; rather, it
is a means of reclaiming a tangible piece
of  the  family’s  past  and  securing
economic freedom. His sister, Berniece,
who  now  lives  in  the  house  with  her
uncle Doaker and her young daughter,
adamantly refuses to sell the piano. For
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Berniece, the piano is a sacred, blood-
soaked altar of memory. She sees it as a
vessel  containing  the  spirits  of  their
ancestors, and parting with it would be a
profound act  of  desecration.  This  core
conflict  drives  the  dramatic  engine  of
The  Piano  Lesson  play  script ,
creating a  tension that  is  both deeply
personal and universally symbolic.

Character
Analysis: The
Voices of a

Generation
August Wilson’s genius in crafting The
Piano Lesson play script is evident in
his deeply layered, authentic characters.
Each  character  represents  a  different
relationship to history, memory, and the
African  American  experience  in  the
1930s.

BOY WILLIE: THE FORCE OF
AMBITION

Boy  Willie  is  a  force  of  nature.  He  is
pragmatic,  energetic,  and  fiercely
determined. His worldview is  rooted in
the  tangib le :  land,  money,  and
ownership .  Having  worked  as  a
sharecropper, he understands the brutal
economics of the South. He believes that
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selling  the piano is  a  way to  break a
cycle of poverty and to claim a piece of
land that his family once worked without
pay. He argues, “If my daddy had seen
where he could have traded that piano
for a piece of land, he’d have done it in a
minute.” In Boy Willie, Wilson presents
the  argument  for  forward  momentum,
for using the past as a tool for economic
advancement rather than a relic to be
worshipped.  However,  his  single-
mindedness also makes him blind to the
spiritual and emotional value his sister
places on the piano.

BERNIECE: THE GUARDIAN OF
MEMORY

Berniece is  the  keeper  of  the  family’s
soul.  Stil l  grieving  the  loss  of  her
husband and haunted by the trauma of

her  family’s  history,  she  clings  to  the
piano as a physical link to her ancestors.
She rarely plays it,  but its presence in
her home is non-negotiable. She accuses
Boy  Wil l ie  of  wanting  to  “sell  my
mother’s memory.” Berniece represents
the  need  to  honor ,  mourn ,  and
remember.  She  understands  that  the
piano is not just wood and ivory; it is a
chronicle  of  suffering,  resilience,  and
love.  For  much of  The Piano Lesson
play  script,  she  is  paralyzed  by  the
weight of  this history,  unable to touch
the piano to play the music that might
release  its—and  her  own—healing
power.

DOAKER CHARLES: THE STEADY
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ANCHOR

Doaker, the brother of Berniece and Boy
Willie’s father, works as a railroad cook.
He  is  the  family  historian.  His  long,
lyrical  monologue in  Act  One provides
the audience with the entire backstory of
the piano. He is an observer, a mediator,
and  a  caretaker  of  the  family  home.
Doaker  represents  stabi l i ty  and
continuity.  He  has  seen  the  cycle  of
struggle and loss, and he tries to hold
the family together even as Boy Willie
and Berniece clash. His presence in the
script  provides  a  crucial  sense  of
grounding  and  perspective.

LYMON: THE QUIET CONTRAST

Lymon is Boy Willie’s friend and partner
in  the  piano-selling  venture.  In  many

ways, he serves as a foil to Boy Willie.
W h i l e  B o y  W i l l i e  i s  l o u d  a n d
confrontational, Lymon is quieter, more
thoughtful,  and  more  open  to  new
possibilities. He has come north not just
for  money  but  for  a  new  l i fe.  His
character  arc  in  The  Piano  Lesson
play  script  touches  on  themes  of
loneliness,  love,  and  the  search  for
personal freedom beyond just economic
gain.

AVERY: THE VOICE OF FAITH AND
ASSIMILATION

Avery  is  a  preacher  and  a  suitor  to
Berniece.  He  represents  a  path  of
Christian faith and a desire for upward
mobility  and respectability.  He tries to
persuade Berniece to marry him and to
let go of the past. He also attempts to



6

6 The Piano Lesson Play Script 2023-04-04

exorcise  the  ghost  that  haunts  the
house—a  ghost  that  represents  the
unresolved  trauma  of  the  family’s
history.  While  well-meaning,  Avery’s
power  is  limited.  He  cannot  force  the
spirit  to  leave;  that  act  requires  a
different  kind  of  strength,  one  rooted  in
the very heritage that Berniece is trying
to protect.

Thematic Depth:
The Ghosts of
History
The most gripping element of The Piano
Lesson  play  script  is  not  just  the
argument over a piece of furniture, but

the literal ghost that haunts the Charles
household. The ghost of the paper boy,
Sut ter ,  who  i s  be l ieved  to  be  a
descendant  of  the  slave-owning  family
that  once  owned  the  Charles  family,
appears  throughout  the  play.  This
supernatural element is not a frivolous
addition;  it  is  central  to  the  play’s
meaning.  The  ghost  represents  the
lingering,  active  presence  of  white
supremacy  and  historical  trauma.  It  is
the unquiet spirit of the past that refuses
to stay buried.
The  climax  of  the  play  is  not  a  legal
decision about who owns the piano, but
a  spiritual  battle.  Boy  Willie  physically
fights  the  ghost,  while  Berniece,  finally
breaking her  silence,  sits  at  the piano
and plays. She calls upon the spirits of
her  ancestors—her  mother,  her  father,
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and  the  woodcarver—asking  them  for
help. This moment of musical invocation
is the turning point. It is not Boy Willie’s
brute force that dispels the ghost,  but
Berniece’s  willingness  to  finally  connect
with  her  heritage  through  the  piano’s
music. The play suggests that the past
cannot be exorcised by ignoring it or by
trying to sell it. It must be confronted,
honored,  and  channeled.  The  piano
lesson of the title is a lesson in this very
act of spiritual reckoning. The characters
learn  that  they  cannot  simply  move
forward;  they  must  carry  their  history
with them, but in a way that empowers
rather than paralyzes.

Language and
Poetry in the
Script
One of the most celebrated aspects of
August  Wilson’s  work  is  his  poetic
dialogue, and The Piano Lesson play
script is a prime example. Wilson had a
remarkable  ear  for  the  rhythms,
cadences,  and  vocabulary  of  African
American  speech  in  the  1930s.  His
dialogue  is  not  merely  realistic;  it  is
symphonic.  Characters  speak  in  long,
lyrical monologues that function like jazz
solos, building on themes and emotions.
The  language  is  rich  with  metaphor,
biblical allusion, and the deep vernacular
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of the rural South and urban North.
For example, Doaker’s monologue about
the piano’s history is a masterpiece of
storytelling  within  a  play.  It  is  raw,
emotional,  and  informative,  giving  the
audience a visceral understanding of the
piano’s  weight.  Similarly,  Boy  Willie’s
arguments  are  delivered  with  a  fiery,
insistent energy that makes his position
understandable  even  if  you  disagree
with him. Wilson’s script demands that
actors  handle  language  with  care,
precision, and a deep understanding of
subtext.  The  power  of  The  Piano
Lesson  play  script  lies  as  much  in
what is said as in what is left unspoken,
in the silences and the ghosts that linger
between the lines.

Production
History and
Cultural
Significance
Since its debut, The Piano Lesson play
script has been a staple of professional
and  regional  theatres.  It  premiered  at
the Yale Repertory Theatre in 1987 and
moved to  Broadway in  1990,  where it
won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama and the
New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award for
Best  Play.  The  original  Broadway
production  was  directed  by  Lloyd
Richards and featured a stellar cast that
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included Charles S. Dutton as Boy Willie
and S. Epatha Merkerson as Berniece.
The  play  has  seen  multiple  major
revivals,  including  a  celebrated
production on Broadway in 2022 starring
Samue l  L .  J ackson ,  John  Dav id
Washington,  and  Danielle  Brooks.  This
revival  introduced  the  play  to  a  new
generation and was later adapted into a
film  by  Netflix,  directed  by  Malcolm
Washington. The enduring popularity of
The Piano Lesson play script speaks
to  its  universal  themes.  While  it  is  a
specific  story  about  a  Black  family  in
1930s America, its exploration of legacy,
family conflict, and the struggle to define
one’s identity in the shadow of history
resonates  with  audiences  of  a l l
backgrounds.

Why Study The
Piano Lesson
Play Script?
For students of  theatre,  literature,  and
American  history,  studying  The Piano
Lesson  play  script  is  an  essential
exercise.  Here are  a  few reasons why
this  work  remains  a  cornerstone  of
dramatic literature:

Masterful Dramatic Structure:
Wilson’s script is a model of
tension and release. The central
conflict is clear, and every scene
builds toward the supernatural
climax.



10

10 The Piano Lesson Play Script 2023-04-04

Complex Characters: No
character is a stereotype. Boy
Willie is not a villain, and Berniece
is not a saint. Each character has a
valid, well-articulated point of
view.
Use of Symbolism: The piano
itself is one of the most powerful
symbols in modern drama. It
represents history, art, memory,
and the price of survival.
Historical Context: The play
offers a window into the Great
Migration, the legacy of
Reconstruction, and the economic
realities of Black Americans in the
1930s.
Linguistic Richness: Wilson’s
dialogue is a treasure trove for
actors, offering rhythms and

patterns that are deeply rooted in
oral tradition.

Conclusion: A
Timeless Lesson
in Humanity
The Piano Lesson play script  is  far
more than a document for performance.
It is a profound meditation on what we
owe to our ancestors and what we must
do for our descendants.  August Wilson
challenges us to ask: What is the true
value of a legacy? Is it a material asset
to be traded for a better future, or is it a
spiritual anchor that holds us in place?
The play does not offer an easy answer.
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Instead,  it  suggests  that  the  true
“lesson” of the piano is that the past and
the future  are  not  separate.  We must
learn to play the music of our history, to
harness  its  power,  and  to  pass  it  on,
transformed, to the next generation. For

anyone seeking a script that combines
electrifying drama, poetic language, and
profound  insight  into  the  human
condition,  The  Piano  Lesson  play
script  remains  an  indispensable  and
unforgettable work of art.


