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Cal Shakes’ Powerful ‘Fences’ Reflects
Heart of the American Experience

By Sophie Braccini

Aldo Billingslea stars as Troy Maxson
in California Shakespeare Theater’s
production of August Wilson'’s
“Fences, ” directed by Raelle Myrick-
Hodges. Photo Kevin Berne

man is there, standing, chal-

enging Death itself; next to
him, a woman, his wife, is trying
to build a meaningful life, at the
center of which is her man, with
his mistakes and fears. The two
are thrown in the violent turmoil of
life, and against the dangers they
try to build a fence to protect them-
selves.

This is theater in its essence,
cutting through the rich matter
of life and serving it, on stage for
all to see, the frailties of the hu-
man nature we all share. “Fences,”
showing at the Bruns Amphitheater
through July 31, is Cal Shakes’ lat-
est production. Directed by Raelle
Myrick-Hodges, it is embodied by
a group of world-class actors.

August Wilson won the Pulit-
zer Prize for Drama and the Tony

Award for Best Play both in 1987
for “Fences,” the play he wrote in
1983 as part of his series of plays
dramatizing the African-American
experience in the 20th century in
this country. “Fences” takes place
in the early 1950s in Pittsburgh, in
the neighborhood where Wilson
himself lived. The central char-
acter, Troy Maxson, is a 53-year
old garbage collector who used to
be a great baseball player. He was
never able to break the color bar-
rier and make a good living off his
sport. He is not a victim, he is not a
martyr; he is a deeply scarred man
who left home at 14, who has been
in jail and wants to create a family,
a safe haven. He builds a fence to
protect his family, and behind it he
challenges Death to a fight, a great
wrestling match. But the ultimate
fight is in fact against himself.

Troy has been discriminated
against and he still fights for his
social promotion. But he does not
see that the world is changing and
he might lose it all because of his
stubbornness and his weaknesses.
His problems transcend skin color;
he is a great tragic character.

Rose Maxson is his second
wife. A son, Lyons Maxson, born
to Troy’s first marriage, tries to live
his passion for jazz as a musician,
to the complete misunderstand-
ing of his father. Rose also wants
a fence. A compassionate woman
who loves all of Troy’s children,
she wants to keep the family to-
gether and her husband close. Like
probably many women in the ‘50s,
she has sacrificed parts of herself
to keep the family together. Her
life is centered on her hushand, and
the son they had together, Cory.

“Fences” fits the Bruns Amphi-
theater. The majestic outside venue

in a natural setting, with its cold
wind, becomes the drama on stage.
Those words written by Wilson are
not always easy to embody. These
are big emotions, life and death
matters, deep gut-wrenching ten-
sions like the classic dramas that
Cal Shakes produces. Wilson’s
play belongs there, just as Wilson
has been recognized as one of the
major American playwrights.

Cudos to the actors and their
short sleeves while patrons are
all bundled up in their seats with
gloves, warm hats and blankets.

And such great actors they are.
Aldo Billingslea plays Troy. He
has the stature, the inner power
and the dramatic intensity needed
to sweep the spectator away. He is
not new to CalShakes and was seen
in “Spunk,” “A Winter’s Tale,”
“Lady Windermere’s Fan” and
“King Lear.”

Next to him, beautiful Margo
Hall as Rose is just as powerful,
human and touching. She is a light
that sometimes flickers but never
turns completely dark. All the oth-
er actors, J. Alphonse Nicholson as
Cory, Donald E. Lacy as Gabriel,
Guisseppe Jones as Bono, Lance
Gardner as Lyons and the young
actress playing Raynell — Anaiya
Asomugha and Kailynn Guidry —
bring their talent and humanity to
the play.

All along the performance,
voices of black women recorded
by staff add a punctuation of real-
life moments. The play says what
it was like to be black in a still very
segregated America, but the im-
mense success that play garnered
on Broadway says how it tran-
scends this context to speak of the
struggle of the human race.
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Talented Piano Students Make it Up as
They Go Along at Unique Improv Show

By Mei Sun Li

afayette 13-year-old Marcello

Severo, current winner of
the National PTA Middle School
Award for original composition,
was 2 years old when he discov-
ered the piano, an experience that
immediately entailed making up
“ditties.”

At the age of four, parents Kar-
en and Anthony Severo enrolled
Marcello at the Lafayette Recre-
ation Center’s group piano class for
kids, and suddenly Marcello was
not simply producing a straight-
forward rendition of “Twinkle
Twinkle Little Star” but creating
variations using both hands inde-
pendently and together. Unknown
to the little budding musician at
that time, Mozart, a master impro-
viser himself, over 200 years ear-
lier had composed 12 very famous
variations of this familiar melody.

Now a proud member of the
Stanley Middle School’s renowned
Jazz Messengers Band, Marcello
is extremely grateful to mentor
and music education director Bob
Athayde for his extraordinary lead-
ership and inspiration.

Severo was one of 10 musicians
who participated in the one-of-a-
kind Piano Improvisation Dem-
onstration and Exhibition at St.
Paul’s Episcopal Church in Walnut
Creek on Friday June 24. Perform-
ers ranging in age from 12 years to
seasoned retirees overwhelmingly
impressed the enthralled audience
with their musical gifts and dra-
matically differing styles of sponta-
neous composition.

“l thought that improv only
applied to jazz!” exclaimed one
wide-eyed audience member who
had been drawn to the event out of
curiosity as well as a love of music.

Dwight Stone, musical director
at St. Paul’s and an accomplished
performer and composer himself,
reiterated that no musician coming
stage center would know what they
would play before sitting down and
placing their hands on the piano
keys. What followed, as one attend-

Luke Mayernik

Marcello Severo
ee later noted, “blew my mind.”

Swooping lyrical  charges,
percussive jazz progressions, and
themes inspired by the ghosts of
Beethoven, Stravinsky all the way
up to modern day Cole Porter and
Carol King filled the St. Paul’s
sanctuary eaves.

Performer Luke Mayernik, mu-
sical director at Hillcrest Congrega-
tional Church in Pleasant Hill who
is currently studying composition
at the San Francisco Conservatory
of Music, was profoundly moved
by the variety of different musical
styles and the wide range of ages
represented.

“Spontaneous creativity needs
to be fostered and encouraged
among the young,” he said. Asked
what inspires his own musical path,
Mayernik replied, “Using the uni-
versal language of music is fulfill-
ing and humbling. It is a way of

Photos provided

communion with the divine.”

Stone later acknowledged that
he was so moved by Mayernik’s
composition that he was reluc-
tant to check the timer for fear of
disrupting the flow and beauty of
the performance. The musicians
were limited to six minutes. “I’ve
never heard such imaginative play-
ing,” said Stone. “It was stretching
my own concepts of music and |
couldn’t bear to be the person who
would interrupt such genius.”

The Piano Improvisation event
is a part of St. Paul’s Concert Se-
ries, which offers a wide range of
programs. Another Piano Impro-
visation Concert is being planned
for early next year. Also, there
will be an informal piano improv
workshop from 10:30 a.m. until
noon on Aug. 20 at the church. For
more information, contact Stone at
stonemusique@gmail.com.





