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 His mother was African American, and his father was a white German immigrant; he 
identifies more with his mother’s African American background. 

o His father wasn’t around for much of his childhood; his mother took care of him 
and his five siblings. 

 He experienced prejudice and racism first-hand as a child in his neighborhood and at school. 
o His family had to leave their home in a predominantly white neighborhood because 

they were black – someone threw a brick through their window. 
o He was the only black student at a Catholic high school in Pennsylvania.  He 

dropped out of school in 10th grade after a teacher accused him of plagiarizing a 20-
page paper. 

o After that, he educated himself; he read voraciously and spent a lot of time at the 
library. 

 He became interested in writing and started out by writing poetry for magazines like Harpers.   

 He began writing plays in the 1960s. 
o Jitney was the first play he wrote in a collection of ten plays (one for each decade of 

the 20th century) that chronicle the African American Experience.  The collection 
was called The Pittsburgh Cycle because most of the plays were set in Pittsburgh, where 
Wilson grew up. 

o Fences is one of Wilson’s most well-known plays; it received a Pulitzer Prize and a 
Tony Award. 

 Much of his work, including Fences, was largely influenced by blues music. 
o Like the blues, Wilson’s work capture the spirit of people who have struggled to 

overcome oppression. 
 
The Pittsburgh Cycle: 

 1900s - Gem of the Ocean (2003)  
 1910s - Joe Turner's Come and Gone (1984)  

 1920s - Ma Rainey's Black Bottom (1982) - set in Chicago  

 1930s - The Piano Lesson (1986) - Pulitzer Prize  

 1940s - Seven Guitars (1995)  

 1950s - Fences (1983) - Pulitzer Prize  

 1960s - Two Trains Running (1990)  

 1970s - Jitney (1979)  

 1980s - King Hedley II (2001)  

 1990s - Radio Golf (2005)  

 


