Two Trains Running: Unraveling the Power of
August Wilson's Masterpiece
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August Wilson, a renowned playwright whose works have shaped the landscape
of American theater, gifted us with a plethora of poignant plays that explore the
African American experience. Among his remarkable repertoire, "Two Trains

Running" stands out as a compelling masterpiece that delves deep into the
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intricate lives of the individuals who gather at a Pittsburgh diner in the late 1960s.
In this article, we embark on an insightful journey to unravel the power and
significance of "Two Trains Running," examining the themes, characters, and the

enduring impact of Wilson's work.

The Historical and Social Context

"Two Trains Running" takes place during a time of great social upheaval in 1969,
against the backdrop of the Civil Rights Movement and the Vietham War. This
turbulent era in American history serves as the perfect setting for Wilson to
explore the struggles and aspirations of African Americans striving for equality
and justice in an inherently discriminatory society. By intersecting personal
narratives with broader historical events, Wilson crafts a vivid and timeless

portrayal of the human spirit.
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The Diner: A Microcosm of Society

At the heart of the play is the diner, a gathering place for a diverse range of
characters. The diner symbolizes the microcosm of society, where individuals

from different walks of life cross paths and engage in thought-provoking
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conversations. Through the interactions among the diner's patrons, Wilson
reflects the broader struggles and conflicts present in society at large. The diner
becomes a stage where the characters' dreams, disappointments, and hopes

intermingle, revealing profound truths about the human condition.

The Characters: Complex and Compelling

Each character in "Two Trains Running" possesses a unique story that
contributes to the tapestry of the play. Memphis Lee, the owner of the diner,
represents the older generation's weariness, having seen the world change
around him. Meanwhile, Hambone, a mentally ill customer obsessed with getting
the ham that he was cheated out of, symbolizes the constant struggle against a

system that denies basic rights and dignity to African Americans.

The young, ambitious Sterling Johnson serves as a symbol of hope, embodying
the aspirations and dreams harbored by the younger generation. His budding
relationship with Risa, the diner's waitress who bears physical scars as a
representation of the emotional wounds she carries, beautifully highlights the

search for love and healing amidst social turmoil.

Furthermore, the character of West, an ex-convict who seeks to reclaim his life
and make a fresh start, explores themes of redemption and the struggle to break
free from the chains of the past. Each character brings a unique perspective to

the table, adding depth and richness to the narrative.

The Themes: Identity, Racism, and Resilience

Through "Two Trains Running," Wilson masterfully tackles a range of themes that
resonate with audiences to this day. Identity and self-discovery are explored

through the characters' personal journeys as they grapple with their past, strive



for a better future, and search for a sense of belonging in a world that often

marginalizes them.

Racism, a prominent theme throughout the play, is examined through the lens of
the characters' experiences, highlighting the deep-rooted prejudices that
permeate society and the obstacles faced by African Americans on a daily basis.
Wilson fearlessly confronts these injustices, shedding light on the systemic

racism that persists, even during moments of supposed progress.

Resilience is another essential theme in "Two Trains Running." Despite the
adversity they face, each character exhibits an unyielding spirit and an
indomitable will to survive and thrive. Wilson emphasizes the power of resilience
as a means of overcoming obstacles and preserving one's humanity in the face of

systemic oppression.

The Enduring Impact of "Two Trains Running"

Since its debut in 1990, "Two Trains Running" has left an indelible mark on the
theatrical landscape. The play's exploration of race, community, and social
change resonates with audiences across generations, serving as both a historical

document and a timeless depiction of the human experience.

August Wilson's masterfully crafted characters and poignant storytelling continue
to captivate theatergoers, invoking deep emotions and conversations about
identity, racism, and the pursuit of justice. Through "Two Trains Running," Wilson
challenges us to confront our shared history, grapple with the present, and

envision a better future.

In, "Two Trains Running" stands as a testament to August Wilson's immense
talent and his ability to expose the complexities of the human condition. Through

its exploration of historical and social struggles, its dynamic characters, and its



thought-provoking themes, the play remains a powerful and transformative

experience for audiences worldwide.
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From the Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Fences and The Piano Lesson comes
a “vivid and uplifting” (Time) play about unsung men and women who are
anything but ordinary.

August Wilson established himself as one of our most distinguished playwrights
with his insightful, probing, and evocative portraits of Black America and the
African American experience in the twentieth century. With the mesmerizing Two
Trains Running, he crafted what Time magazine called “his most mature work to

date.”

It is Pittsburgh, 1969, and the regulars of Memphis Lee’s restaurant are struggling
to cope with the turbulence of a world that is changing rapidly around them and
fighting back when they can. The diner is scheduled to be torn down, a casualty
of the city’s renovation project that is sweeping away the buildings of a
community, but not its spirit. For just as sure as an inexorable future looms right

around the corner, these people of “loud voices and big hearts” continue to
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search, to father, to persevere, to hope. With compassion, humor, and a superb
sense of place and time, Wilson paints a vivid portrait of everyday lives in the

shadow of great events.
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