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Abstract 

The Piano Lesson ntity and the 

significance of the collective black memory in a white society, besides the politics of race, a post-

colonial apprach is used as well. The main theme of the play discusses the different attitudes of the 

Charles siblings towards the sale of a piano which stands for their family roots and history. The 

Willie perceives the piano solely as a source of money to gain power and authority, Berniece 

appreciates the spiritual values attributed to it. As a matter of fact, throughout the play the piano as 

an African-American heritage becomes a bridge between the two races, two cultures, two families and 

two periods of time in American history. It also stands for the long-lasting suffering of black people 

under the hegemony of the white master. Therefore, as symbolically signified in the title, for the 

liberation of black people, the lesson that the piano teaches to black characters is the inevitable 

necessity of embracing the African-American heritages that are the oral tradition and the ancestor 

worship. Besides the necessity of preserving the values of African-American heritage, for black 

characters ownership of land and having a religious identity are accepted as methods of gaining 

power, authority and status and thus, being accepted within the white culture.  

Keywords: African-American heritage, silence, voice, oral tradition, ancestor worship 

Piano Lesson   hayatta kalma 
stratejileri 

 

The Piano Lesson 

kurul

-Amerikan 

                                                             
1  

gsertel@istanbul.edu.tr, -0002-1249-7427  
28.12.2022-kabul tarihi: 20.02.2023; DOI: 10.29000/rumelide.1252906] 



R u m e l i D E   1 3 5 1  

Piano Lesson  /  

Adres 
 

e-posta: editor@rumelide.com 
tel: +90 505 7958124 

Address 
RumeliDE Journal of Language and Literature Studies 
e-mail: editor@rumelide.com,  
phone: +90 505 7958124 

 

-

 -Amerikan 

 

Anahtar kelimeler: Afro-  

Introduction 

The Piano Lesson discusses the long suffering of African-American people in their 
endeavors of self-definition while trying to cope with their history marked with the heritage of slavery 
and racism. The play takes place in The Great Depression of 1930s in Pittsburgh and it depicts the life 
styles and problems of Southern black people who migrated from South to the northern cities in order 
to find jobs and better living conditions. However, the play can also be accepted as a journey in time 
since it takes the reader to the Ante-bellum period through the memories and stories of the characters 
in the play.    

The main plot of the play develops from the different perspectives of the Charles siblings, Berniece and 
Boy Willie, about selling a family heritage; the piano. Before the Civil War, Charles family was among 
the slaves of the Sutters. As a present for their wedding anniversary, Robert Sutter buys a piano to his 
wife Ophelia. However, money of the piano is paid by selling the members of the Charles family; the 
great granmother Old Mama Berniece and her son Boy Charles (the father of Berniece and Boy Willie). 
For a while Ophelia entertains herself with the piano but after a while she gets bored and misses her 
slave servants. Thus, Robert Sutter orders the faces of the sold slaves to be carved on the wooden parts 
of the piano. In thi
what is carved on the piano is not only the faces of the sold slaves but the whole history of the Charles 
family. After the Emancipation, Papa Boy Charles steals the piano from the Sutters with the hope of 

play, Boy Willie comes from the South to the house of Uncle Doaker in order to sell the piano and then 
return to the South to buy the land which is now sold by the Sutter family. In this way, he hopes to 

reactions of Berniece who does not want the piano to be sold and due to the unexpected appearance of 
 

Coping with history 

In The Piano Lesson
generate in order to cope with their past, that is history. From the very beginnings histories have been a 
battlefield of various cultures, races, voices and stories. In all societies, there is a hegemonic structure 

strive to secur
dominant hegemonic structure sets the rules, norms and defines the traditions of a society. It is this 
hegemonic structure which defines and legalizes even histories and stories within that culture. These 
legalized stories become the history of the dominant structure since it is his story or hi(story) and it is 
imposed on the whole society.  The story/history created by the hegemonic structure can also be 
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mentioned as a 

narratives, telling stories and creating histories have social and political implications. And they generate 
an ideology with an inclination of creating a controlling mechanism on the individuals of that society. 
This ideology has become the general attitude of white people towards the blacks especially before the 
Civil War in American society. Obeying the dictates of the master narrative with its ideology they have 
created, white master manipulated their slaves working in the plantations not only by creating a 
hi(story) for them but also by creating their position and even identity for their slaves. This situation can 

dominant white culture and its literary products have over the ages constructed black males and females 
as diff
black people become not only slaves physically working in the plantations but they have also become 
mental slaves whose way of thinking have been shaped by the teachings of their white masters. As a 

-

tha -

er, 1971:18) While creating an 

identity and story for African-American people, white people have imposed their ideology on their slaves 
and directed them to think and believe in the world they have created which moves the blacks away from 

 

Significance of the Piano  

In The Piano Lesson, the piano becomes an instrument for the Berniece and Boy Willie siblings to relate 
themselves to their history and the meaning of their existence. As Michael Morales mentions, the piano 

the Charles family is carved on the piano, the images and symbols are accepted as their own historical 
documents by the black family. However, since the images and designs are carved by the permission and 
decision of Robert Sutter in order to please his wife, the historical documents of the Charles family reflect 
the perspective of the white master Robert Sutter, in other words, stories and histories of the black family 
become the product of the powerful hegemonic structure. Therefore, with its beautiful designs and 

family look at and learn their history from the perspective of Robert Sutter. Hence, the piano can be 

1977:52) Believing and living in an illusory history written on a white empty sheet produces individuals 

their false consciousness imposed on them by the white master, members of the Charles family read and 

transmit their history through the piano as follows:  

e looked just like that. And  he put a picture 

Then 
he got Mr Nolander taking Mama Berniece and my daddy away down to his place in Georgia. He got 
all kinds of things what happened with our family. (1:44) 
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culture tha
(Tekinay, 2001: 124) However, it is also significant that the piano represents the connection between 
two cultures, two races, two families and two phases of time; the past and the present. As a matter of 
fact, It is only the musician Wining Boy (also the uncle of Berniece and Boy Willie) who realizes the 
burden of the piano and thus seperates himself from the piano and the stories that have shaped their 
lives f

 

As opposed to Wining Boy, Berniece and Boy Willie have a different relationship with the piano and 
their attitude towards the existence of the piano in the house determines not only their relationship with 
the past but also their positioning in and expectations from life in the present. Contrary to the ideas of 
Boy Willie, Berniece rejects to sell the piano which is the last token from her ancestors and their life of 
victimization in the plantations. She witnesses the suffering of her mother and the death of her father in 
the piano. 

complicated since in her desire to preserve the piano and what it represents, she cannot seperate herself 
omes 

visible to Berniece from time to time. In other words, hegemony of the white people still controls both 
Berniece and the piano. On the one hand, Berniece appreciates the piano more than everything, but on 
the other she is victimized by the power relations assigned to it. This dilemmatic situation forces 

-
- ur identity 

is never given, but always the product of an interaction between the way we want to represent ourselves 
 

(Bertens, 2001: 179) Hence, not only the past of Berniece but also her identity has been shaped by the 
white power. Since she internalizes the roles imposed on her and since her identity is constructed by this 

internalization, the white hegemony with all its power and authority is re-produced. Throughout the 
play, the reader/audience witnesses how Berniece has been influenced by and has internalized the white 

hot dreggers which are her dilemmatic endeavors to seperate her daughter from the black heritage in 
order to conform to the white way of life. As a matter of fact, this attitude can also be given as an example 

nd way of 
-confidence of the colonizer 

is further undermined by waht Bhabba calls mimicry  the always slightly alien and distorted way in 
which the colonized, either out of choice 

n the 

 that is mastered 
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Voice and silence 

Another significant characteristics of Berniece is that she has stopped singing and playing the piano after 
the death of her mother. She explains the raesons of her refusal to play it as follows:  

When my Mama died 

alked through the house. 
 

want to wake them spirits. They never be walking around in this house. (2:70) 

As a matter of fact, her refusal to play the piano is 
have a very important place in the African-American culture.  Besides remembering and keeping the 
values of the past alive, the concept of memory has different levels of meaning. It represents the 
rebellious voice of black people long silenced. In addition to the resistance of African Americans, 

memory stands for the self-expression, self-definition, communication as well as the education of the 
black community. As the voice of the black people, it is accepte -

-American identities to break the 
imposed silence inherited from slavery and perpetuated in the written history and social frameworks of 

bell& Kean, 1997: 74) In this way, black people through their memory do not forget 
their past, but try to reconstruct it. In this attempt of reconstruction, oral history has become a 
significant aspect of the culmination of black memory since this tradition was the only method through 
which illiterate slaves were able to articulate their feelings and transmit their stories from one generation 

or denigrat

individual memories, taken together, create a collective communal memory that represent a black 
counter-
playing the piano is not only the denial of African-American heritage through the use of memory and 
counter-history but also the refusal of resistance strategies generated by the use of the collective 
communal memories of black people. By stopping to sing and play, she has silenced not only her own 

n into consideration, the 
dichotomy between voice and silence becomes one of the central themes to discuss the power relations 

of communication through which the African-Americans both state their own culture and assert their 
difference, whilst positioning themselves alongside the often more dominant voices of white mainstream 

singing and playing the piano any more transfer Berniece into the state of silence in The Piano Lesson. 

 she puts an end to her resistance 
 

As opposed to her attitude, Berniece wants her daughter Maretha to learn and play the piano without 
carrying the burden of it:  
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I got school teacher or 
ll of that with her. She got a   

burden her with that piano. (2:70) 

On the one hand, Be
Maretha and thus, she does not explain the story of the piano to her. But on the other hand, -though 
unconsciously- she feels herself responsible to provide the continuation of both the family heritage and 
also the collective memories of black people. However, towards the end of the play, Berniece experiences 
a transformation in her relation with the piano. During her deadly fight with Boy Willie in order to 
prevent the sell
authority. Noone and nothing can stop the disturbances of the white ghost. All the members of the 
Charles family are powerless in the face of the harms of the ghost. It is at this moment that Berniece 
decides to visit and ask the help of her ancestors by playing the piano:  

It is in this moment, from somewhere old, that Berniece realizes what she must do. She crosses to the 
piano. She begins to play. The song is found piece by piece. It is an old urge to song that is both a 
commandment and a plea. With each repetition it gains its strength. It is intended as an exorcism 
and a dressing for battle. A rhustle of wind blowing across two continents. (2:106)                  

By embracing the collective memories and by practising the ancestor worship, Berniece begs the help 
and support of her ancestors:  

Berniece. (Singing)  

I want you to help me  

Mama Berniece 

 I want you to help me  

Mama Esther  

I want you to help me  

Papa Boy Charles 

I want you to help me  

Mama Ola (2: 107) 

And the ghost disappears. By singing and playing the piano Berniece experiences a transformation from 

connec (Campbell& Kean, 1997:79) 

Now she is ready to make peace with her long suffering and painful history by practising the strategies 
of her ancestors. In a sense, she is reborn in her new identity with the power of her voice. As Mariani 
suggests:  

Moving from silence into speech is for the oppressed, the colonized, the exploited, and those who 
stand and struggle side by side, a gesture of defiance that heals, that makes new life, and new growth 
possible. It is that 
340)   

The transformation of Berniece from the mental bondage into her liberation also exemplifies the second 

to his own 
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-
as seen in the first phase, Berniece now embraces and celebrates her liberation in her re-unification with 
the strength of her collective memory in the second phase.  Transformation of Berniece can also be 
accepted as her education. She has learned a lesson from the piano as suggested in the title of the play; 

 

The significance of land 

 

the piano is more pragmatic and future-oriented. He wants to sell the piano and with the money of it he 
wants to buy the land of the Sutter family which is now on sale in the South. First and foremost, the land 

-133) Owning a land is the assertion of power and 
authority which has its roots in the beginnings of American Dream. It was the dream of many 
immigrants to own a piece of land in this land of opportunities after the discovery of the continent, 
during the westward expansion and after the Emancipation. By settling on that land, and working hard 
as farmers on it, they would be acquiring prosperity. This is the first step of leading a respectable and 

 here 

the land Boy Willie wants to buy after selling the piano is not any land, but it is the land of the Sutter 
family which is in close relationship with the history of the Charles family. On the Sutter land the whole 

ere the Charles family 
lived and worked both before the Civil War and in the aftermath of it. Before the Civil war, the land was 
a part of the plantation and they were working as slaves on that land. Hence, in that period that land 
was a witness to the suffering and victimization of the Charles family. However during the Emancipation 
period, many of the freed slaves migrated to the North in order to find a work and live in better 
conditions. The ones who stayed in the South continued to work on the same lands as sharecroppers. 
They hired the land from the owner of it and used it for farming. In that period, the land re-witnessed 
the suffering of the family  this time in their endeavors of survival in the face of poverty as illiterate 
freed slaves. Now Boy Willie has a chance to be the owner of and the sole authority of that land on which 
his family were servants for a very long time either as slaves or as sharecroppers. And in this way he has 
both a chance to own his family history and also achieve the traditional American Dream that has been 
the yearning of many people especially the males who migrated to America.  

Religion as a power 

Another significant character in The Piano Lesson who exemplifies the power relations in the interaction 
of two cultures is the boyfriend of Berniece, Avery who is also a preacher trying to organize a 
congregation and built hid own church. As a matter of fact, religion is one of the traditional fields 
through which black people can acquire significance and respectability in their societies. However, 
religion has also been used as an ideology to assert the hegemony and domination of the white race over 

through the imposition of 
116) Therefore, religion and especially Christianity was used as a method to heal the spirituality of the 
suffering slaves and thus make them submissive and obedient servants. This controlling mechanism was 
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functional not only in converting the pagan blacks into Christianity but also in the continuation of the 
white status quo:  

behaviour. Christianity was widespread on the plantation both because many masters encouraged 
missionary activity but also because slaves often converted voluntarily. Slaves generally were 
expected to worship under White  supervision in services held by White ministers, and in the same 
churches as their masters, though seating arrangements were generally segregated. (Campbell& 
Kean, 1997: 116)      

proof of the long-lasting hegemony of the white master over the black race. Avery is in search of 
assimilation into the American society through religion. However, his attitude reminds the 

the behaviors of the dominant 
race in order to experience a sense of belonging. And Avery practises mimicry through the belief system. 

studies in which the colonized is proud of his assimilation within the dominant society (a point also 
discussed while referring to the dilemma of Berniece).  However, inspite of the strong religious 
controlling mechanism applied on the slaves in the plantations, black people generated some strategies 

meshed American inherit
Kean, 1997: 116) Hence, this new African-American belief system uses the collective black memory as a 
support and a guide. Consequently, churches have become one of the most significant institutions of the 
black community:  

The new black churches assumed a central position in the lives of African-Americans; they quickly 

At the same time, they provided an opportunity for the expression of individual faith in a manner 

Jesus their choice, and to share with one another their common Christian sense of purpose and 
Christian understanding of their circumstances they created a situation in which their faith enabled 
them to hope for eventual triumph, however much they were seemingly forever on the cross, 
perennially crucified, continuously abused and incessantly devalued. (Campbell& Kean, 1997: 117)  

Therefore, leading a congregation by becoming a preacher and building a church is the method Avery 
uses to rise in his African-American society. Just like Boy Willie tries to asert his power by owning a 

actualizing the American Dream. However, since this religious system adresses black people by relying 
on communal black memory and inheritances of the black community, the purpose of Avery can also be 

 

Conclusion 

August Wil The Piano Lesson emphasizes the significance of the collective black memory in 
the liberation of black people and in the redefinition of their identity by the use of the piano metaphor. 
The play also discusses the prominence of this memory in harmonizing the power relations between the 
white and the black cultures. In The Piano Lesson, while the piano stands for the long-lasting suffering 
of the slaves in the plantations, it also becomes a bridge uniting the two races, two cultures, two families 
and two periods of time. The play focuses on the conflicts about the sale of the piano. While the different 



1358 /  RumeliDE  Journal of Language and Literature Studies 2 0 2 3 .32 (February) 

A political reading of The Piano Lesson: Survival strategies of black people in white culture / . 

Adres 
 

e-posta: editor@rumelide.com 
tel: +90 505 7958124 

Address 
RumeliDE Journal of Language and Literature Studies 
e-mail: editor@rumelide.com,  
phone: +90 505 7958124 

 

attitudes of the Charles siblings towards the meaning of the piano change, their attitudes also define 
their positioning in the American society. Wh
instrument that must be sold in order to provide him the money to buy a land and thus power and 
authority, Berniece attributes more spiritual meanings to the piano. It stands for her connection with 
her lost parents and victimized ancestors in a long past. However, she has stopped playing the piano 
after the death of her parents which emphasizes her state of silence. What she learns from the piano as 
a lesson is that she has to re-vitalize both her voice 

for the black people is to comprehend the importance of their collective memory, ancestor worship and 

voice which stand for the expression, communication, resistance, self-definition and liberation of black 
people in a hegemonic white society. The play also discusses the different strategies generated by black 
people in order to adapt themselves into the American society. Besides pointing out the significance of 
memory and voice, the play also emphasizes that owning a land and becoming a religious figure as a 
preacher are the adaptation methods generated by the black people to assert their authorities and 
declare their independency in the power relations.   
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