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Legacy and Struggles

August Wilson Cycle continues at A Noise Within

By Bridgette M. Redman
Pasadena Weekly Contributing
Writer

ith its preview of “The Piano
Lesson” on Oct. 13, A Noise

Within has hit the midpoint of

its commitment to producing all of August
Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle (also known as
the Century Cycle), an undertaking that
began in 2019.

The show opens officially on Saturday,
Oct. 19, and runs through Sunday, Nov.
10.

With each installment at the Pasadena
theater directed by Gregg 1. Daniel, the
cycle consists of 10 plays, each set in a
different decade from the 1900s to the
1990s, telling the story of how African
Americans struggled and thrived in the
United States throughout the 20th century.

“The Piano Lesson,” which was written
in 1987 and won a Pulitzer Prize in 1990,
1s set i 1936 as the Charles famuly 1s re-
covering from the Great Depression and
determining what they are going to do
with the legacy left them.

The play has been made into a film
twice, once in 1995 and again this year.
The 2024 film stars Samuel L. Jackson
and Danielle Deadwyler and is produced
by Todd Black and Denzel Washington. It
1s being released in the United States on
Nov. 8 and on Netflix on Nov. 22,

“When I've guest-directed Wilson plays
at other venues, 1t was always just one
production of one play,” Daniel said. “But
A Noise Within
enough to want to do the entire cycle,
which gives me the opportunity to see
how these plays are in conversation with
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one another, how Wilson laid them out.
And it’s thrilling to see audiences begin to
recognize the overlapping themes and
characters. Being able to do these plays
back-to-back is one of the greatest gifts I
could have as a director. There’s some-
thing very exciting about knowing that the
next one is coming, and the next one after
that, and knowing that our audience is
tracking across the entire cycle.”

Each of the plays has been well-re-
ceived by the loyal audiences at A Noise
Within.

“It’s always been received enormously
well,” Daniel said. “It sells out. It's met
with a lot of fans who are hungry for Wil-

son and to explore what this Pulitzer
Prize-winning playwright
about. It’s really quite warming.”

has written

“The Piano Lesson” follows the conflict
between siblings over what to do with an
heirloom piano belonging to the family. It
1s no ordinary piano as it is decorated with
carvings of their enslaved ancestors creat-
ed by the family patriarch after his wife
and child were taken from him and sold.
[he brother, Boy Willie (performed by
Kai A. Ealy), wants to sell the piano to
raise the money to buy the plantation on
which their enslaved family once toiled.
The sister, Berniece (performed by Nija
Okoro), insists on keeping it because it is
a living testament to their ancestors.

“It’s just a beautiful, resonant play and
so compelling,” Daniel said. “Wilson’s
gift of giving (insight into) the common
man — these people who are not endowed
with money, who are not on the social mo-
bility profile -
with dignity and with passion. It’s a won-

- how they live their lives

derful way of looking at that time in our
history and looking at this set of Ameri-
cans who, even beset by racism and injus-
tice, how they thrived, how they were able

to get ahead and give the next generation a

better chance at life.”

Daniel said that because Wilson is tell-
ing such an American story, audience
members relate to the plays on a deep lev-
¢l, often telling him how one of the char-
acters reminds them of their relatives or
stories from their families.

“It’s just so generous of them to share
the stories of their own families and how it
resonates and sheds light on who they
are,” Daniel said.

The themes of “The Piano Lesson” cen-
ter on family and individual legacies. It's
something Daniel said people can relate to
whether they’ve been in the U.S. for gen-
erations or have recently arrived as immi-
grants fleeing persecution in other coun-
tries. Every family has its own unique
problems, challenges and legacies, Daniel
said.

“We've all come from all over the
world,” Daniel said. “Looking at your
family history and what you’ve inherited
from that fanuly history 1s a real chance to
look back at who you are. | can’t think of
anything more uniquely personal than ap-
pealing to family and the legacy you have.
That’s what makes this one special.”

With A Noise Within halfway through

the cycle, Daniel said they are attracting
actors who are dedicated to performing
Wilson.

“We get top-tiered actors who are so
ready to explore and take pleasure in do-
ing these plays,” Daniel said. “We have
top-notch, experienced actors who have
exlensive resumes and who just want to
live in this language and in this world.
Sometimes we can cast this thing two or
three times over. We're very lucky in the
caliber of actor who wants to work with
us.”

The actors in the play come from multi-
ple generations with the youngest being a
girl in her early teens. Another of the ac-
tors, Alex Morris, who is playing Doaker
Charles, has already completed Wilson’s
Pittsburgh Cyecle, performing in every one
of the shows for various companies. Do-
aker is the owner of the Charles house and
uncle to the feuding brother and sister. He
plays the role of storyteller. Mormns is a
resident actor of A Noise Within,

One of the technical challenges of “A
Piano Lesson” is the piano itself. The

characters are very specific in describing
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the carvings on the piano. Daniel said that
while they can’t buy a piano and hire
craftsmen to recreate it, they have been
able to tap into the extensive talent of Ste-
phen Taylor, the properties designer.
“We’ve talked extensively about how
do we make things? How do we add it on

to the prano?”

Dantel said. “Just choosing
what type of piano we have required ex-
tensive conversations.”

It’s also a play that, like the others in the
Pittsburgh Cycle, appeals to history lovers
and those who like to dig into what life
was like in middle America during the
past century.

“I’m so grateful that Wilson wrote one
play for every decade of the 20th century
because we get a chance to peek back at
who we were and how far we’ve come,”
Daniel said. “What were we doing? What
have we become? It’s a chance to rumi-
nate and think about that as a citizen of the
United States.”

While the plays are standalone stories
with different characters and plots, recurring
characters either appear or are mentioned.
This 1s one reason people are cager to keep
coming to each of the shows in the cycle.

d

Kai A. Ealy nnd_N_iju Okoro play siblings feuding over the family piano.
(A Noise Within/Submitted)

“You will begin to build up a knowl-
edge, almost a family tree, from the very
first play to where we are now,” Daniel
said. “There are certain names that are
repeated, certain situations you’ll hear
again and again. Audiences are learning
intimately about these people and their
struggles.”

Daniel said August Wilson’s audacious-

ness is due to the scope and breadth of the
entire cycle, with each play moving from
decade to decade.

“It’s a real treat to invest in the long
haul and develop a story of America,”
Daniel said.

So far, A Noise Within has produced
“King Hedley II,” “Radio Golf,” “Seven

Guitars™ and “Gem of the Ocean.” The or-

der has been dictated by what was avail-
able in any given season. Daniel said
when they did “King Hedley II"” last sea-
son, Wilson’s widow, Constanza Romero
Wilson, attended and loved it. She is the
executor of his estate.

“We’'re sort of anointed in that way,”
Daniel said. “I’'m sure she’ll be excited to
give us the rights in the future as we con-
tinue along the cycle.”

Special events accompanying the run of
the show include a one-hour Insiders Dis-
cussion Group at 12:30 p.m., Sunday, Oct.
20, a “Black Night Out” performance on
Thursday, Oct. 24, that is for those who
self-identify as Black and includes a post-
show reception, post-show performances
every Friday and on Sunday, Oct. 27, and
student matinees. m

“A Piano Lesson” by Au-
gust Wilson

WHEN: Various times Saturday, Oct. 19,
through Sunday, Nov. 10.

WHERE: A Noise Within, 3352 E. Foot-
hill Boulevard, Pasadena

COST: Tickets start at $51.50, students
are $20

INFO: anoisewithin.org




