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Stiemke Theater 

This study guide is researched and designed by the Education Department at the            

Milwaukee Repertory Theater and is intended to prepare you for your visit. It contains         

information that will deepen your understanding of, and appreciation for, the production. 

Weôve also included questions and activities for you to explore before and after our     

performance of RADIO GOLF. 



SYNOPSIS 
Set in Pittsburgh in the 1997, RADIO GOLF is the final play in 

August Wilsonõs 10-play cycle. The story follows a successful 

real estate developer, Harmond Wilks, who is hoping to    

become the cityõs first black mayor. While Wilks is getting 

ready to declare his candidacy, he and his friends are also 

trying to redevelop a crumbling neighborhood only to realize 

that the house to be torn down has an important history As 

the past is revealed, secrets are unleashed that could either 

bring Wilksõ future down or mean a new beginning. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
August Wilson is one of the most renowned and    

inspirational African American playwrights of the 

twentieth century. Wilson was born in Pittsburgh on 

April 27, 1945, the fourth of six children. His father, 

Frederick August Kittel, was a white baker and his 

mother, Daisy Wilson, was an African American  

cleaning woman. Wilson grew up with his mother and 

siblings in Pittsburghõs Hill district, an impoverished 

neighborhood. The family saw very little of Frederick; 

Daisy divorced him and re-married. After moving to a 

new, white working class neighborhood in the 1950s, 

Wilson encountered extreme racial hostility including 

threats and abuse from peers at his high school and teachers accusing him of plagiarizing 

papers. These events caused Wilson to officially drop out of high school in 1960, when he 

was only a sophomore. Instead of telling his mother that he dropped out, Wilson continued to 

leave every morning and instead went to the local library where he read and educated      

himself. By the time he was 16 years old Wilson had also begun working small jobs which  

allowed him to meet a wide variety of people, many of whom influenced his future characters. 

After realizing that he wanted to become a writer, Wilson moved out of his motherõs house in 

1965, found a job as a short order cook and eventually purchased his first typewriter. Wilson 

pursued writing for many years and in 1968 co-founded the Black Horizon Theater in his 

hometown with his friend Rob Penny and Wilsonõs first play, RECYCLING, was performed 

shortly after. During this time, Wilson also became interested in Malcolm X and the Black 

Power Movement. He was inspired by this movement and used much of what he learned to 

write his plays. 

In 1978 Wilson moved to Saint Paul, Minnesota to further his career as a playwright. He    

began writing educational scripts for the Science Museum of Minnesota and later received a 

fellowship for The Playwrightsõ Center in Minneapolis after writing JITNEY. It was produced by 

the Allegheny Repertory Theatre in Pittsburgh in 1982. This same year, the artistic director of 

the Yale Repertory Theater, Lloyd Richards, discovered Wilsonõs MA RAINEYõS BLACK        

BOTTOM among the hundreds of scripts sent to him each year. While he noticed a few    

structural problems, Richards found it to be a exceptional and realized that it could have only 

come from a gifted writer. Richardsõ discovery was what launched Wilsonõs career as a     

òIõm not trying to save the 

house. Iõm trying to save 

Bedford Hills. Everybody  

involved in this project 

wants to see it happen.ó 

- Harmond 



playwright. Richards and Wilson formed a close    

alliance, working together for the next eight years 

and collaborating on four of Wilsonõs plays: FENCES, 

JOE TURNERõS COME AND GONE, THE PIANO       

LESSON and TWO TRAINS RUNNING. 

Wilson left Saint Paul in 1994 and moved to Seattle 

to continue writing plays. While in Seattle, Wilson did 

little other than writing, sometimes working on plays 

for over 12 hours a day. Wilson also developed a 

relationship with the Seattle Repertory Theatre 

which produced many of his plays. He continued to 

write until 2005, when Wilson was diagnosed with 

liver cancer. Wilson died October 8, 2005, but his 

achievements continue to open doors to other Afri-

can American playwrights. Many have been moved 

by his journey and his legacy lives on as theaters continue to produce his works and be      

inspired by his words. 

AUGUST WILSONõS AWARDS 

MA RAINEY'S BLACK BOTTOM 

 New York Drama Critics Circle Award 

 for Best Play 

JOE TURNER'S COME AND GONE 

 New York Drama Critics Circle Award 

 for Best Play 

FENCES 

 Drama Desk Award for Outstanding 

 New Play 

 New York Drama Critics Circle Award 

 for Best Play 

 Pulitzer Prize for Drama 

 Tony Award for Best Play 

TWO TRAINS RUNNING 

 American Theatre Critics' Association 

 Award 

 New York Drama Critics Circle Citation 

 for Best American Play 

SEVEN GUITARS 

 New York Drama Critics Circle Award 

 for Best Play 

JITNEY 

 New York Drama Critics Circle Award 

 for Best Play 

 Outer Critics Circle Award for  

 Outstanding Off-Broadway Play 

 Olivier Award for Best new Play 

THE PIANO LESSON 

 Drama Desk Award for Outstanding 

 New Play 

 New York Drama Critics Circle Award 

 for Best Play 

 Pulitzer Prize for Drama 

VARIOUS OTHERS 

 The 10th Annual Heinz Award in Arts 

 and Humanities 

 The U.S. Comedy Arts Festival           

 Freedom of Speech Award 

 Make Shift Award at the U.S.           

 Confederation of Play Writers 

 National Humanities Medal 

 Literary Lion Award from the New York      

 Public Library 

August Wilson has won many awards and is considered to be among the most important of 

African American playwrights. Do some more research on August Wilson and his plays. Why 

do you think his works are so renowned? Do you think that theater would be different if Wil-

son had chosen to not publish plays? How so? Discuss your answers with your classmates. 

August Wilson with Lloyd Richards on the 

set of THE PIANO LESSON. Photo courtesy 

of the American Academy of Achievement. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heinz_Award


THE CHARACTERS 
HARMOND WILKS is running to be the first black 

mayor of Pittsburgh. He wants to improve the 

Hill District by building apartments, bringing in 

retail shops and restaurants. His passion for  

rejuvenating the neighborhood is high and     

unstoppable, or so he thinks. 

MAME WILKS is Harmondõs wife. She is running 

his mayoral campaign while trying to get a major 

public relations position as well. While Mame 

loves her husband very much, she begins to ques-

tion his intentions towards the end of the play. 

ROOSEVELT HICKS is the vice-

president of a bank and an avid 

golfer. Harmond and Roosevelt 

went to college together and are 

currently business partners. He 

is set on furthering himself in the 

money world and getting the new 

development up as fast as     

possible. 

ELDER JOSEPH BAR-

LOW (Old Joe) was born 

in the Hill District and 

has recently returned 

to fix up his old house 

for his daughter. Old 

Joe leads a very simple 

life and tells it like it is. 

He questions Har-

mondõs motives for the 

Hill District. 
STERLING JOHNSON is the 

neighborhood handyman. 

While he made some bad 

decisions in the past, he is 

trying to make up for it 

now. Sterling also is        

unsure of Harmondõs ideas 

and wants things set right 

for Old Joe. 

Costume Renderings 

drawn by Junghyun 

Georgia Lee,           

Costume Designer for 

RADIO GOLF 

AUNT ESTER is an unseen character in RA-

DIO GOLF (and many other plays). Her house 

has much history and creates controversy 

between Harmond and Roosevelt. Despite 

the fact she is not a real character, she is 

very important to the story. She is said to be 

born in 1619, the year the first shipment of 

black slaves arrived to the US and is to have 

died in 1985, when she was 366 years old. 

Aunt Ester is considered the embodiment of 

the African American experience.  


