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Lyons:  King of the Jungle


In the play Fences, Lyon's Maxson's main motive is to maintain a level of independence which provides him with a certain aversion to painful sensations.  By having the ability to separate himself from his family's struggles, pain, and anxiety, created by the corrupt world, Lyons represents a counterpart to a central theme in Fences.  This theme focuses on the desperate desire to achieve the American Dream:  most of us are driven by the idea that it still exists, and we are unable to understand that this concept is merely an illusion.  During our struggle to reach this mirage, we are destroyed.  Only when human beings are able to find something worthwhile within ourselves can we become satisfied.  This is how Lyons differs from the majority of the characters in the drama, especially Troy.  Lyons refuses to acknowledge the oppression created by the white man.  Instead of attempting to achieve something in society, which is what Troy desires for him,  Lyons wants nothing but his independence, which allows him to maintain an aversion to sorrowful sensations, thereby creating envy in other characters.


The struggle to accomplish the American Dream is portrayed within the African American family in the play.  The father, Troy, is especially caught up in the idea that the black man was given an unjust advantage in life and has turned bitter in his attempt to achieve status in the white man's world.  He still falls prey to the illusion:  that all can prosper and achieve a sense of worthiness in society and within the home.  Believing this, Troy pressures himself and his sons to find an occupation that they can make an honest living at, in order to beat the system of oppression.  Life is a game to Troy:  he wants to win---win in life and against the odds created by the white man--to hit a home run in the face of oppression.  
Troy's drive to succeed causes him to be angry at his oldest son's desire to be a jazz musician.  In Act 1, scene 4, he calls Lyons's music "Chinese music" (1352) in that is foreign to him and makes no sense.   Lyons's life is jazz in motion:  a far cry from what his family was experiencing--a repetitive life lacking excitement.  Troy denies his son's repeated requests to come watch him play because he cannot relate to Lyons's fast-paced life, or the fact that son is indulging in a lifestyle that he sees as leading nowhere.


Lyons's central driving force relates to his desire to achieve independence.  Troy feels that Lyon is "too lazy to work" and only cares about his music, instead of worrying "how you gonna eat . . . where your next dollar is coming from" (Act 1, scene 1, 1343).  In reply to his father, in one of the most moving speeches of the play, Lyons explains why he is unwilling to give up his music.  To his father's accusations, Lyons explains:

I know I got to eat.  But I got to live too.  I need something that gonna help me to get out of the bed in the morning.  Make me feel like I belong in the world.  I don't bother nobody.  I just stay with my music cause that's the only way I can find to live in the world.  Otherwise there ain't no telling what I might do.

(Act 1, scene 1, 1343)


This is the speech which becomes emblematic of Lyons and his independence.  Lyons does not give in to the idea that he needs a job to make money or be "successful," in the conventional definition of the word.  He does not want to be "punching nobody's time clock" (Act 1, scene 1, 1343).  To him, this is oppression.  His music allows him to express himself--to deal with the world.  The answer to his question of what he would be if he did not have music is that he would become another person fighting against the grain and struggling to reach the elusive American Dream.  Lyons is the light in the dark who holds the truth that many of the other characters in the play cannot, will not, accept:  the American Dream is a fraud.  Regardless of society's cues on what success is, he lives how he wants and where he wants.  He has his independence which allows him to maintain his dignity and humanity.  Sure, he is poor, and sure, he has to ask his father for borrowed money, but he is alive in the way he wishes to be.


In Act 1, scene 4, in response to Troy's description of how his father was trapped, Lyons remarks that in Troy's dad's position, he would have "just went on and left when he saw he couldn't get nowhere" (1353).  In other words, why struggle?  Why feel the pain that comes with failure?  If life is not the way you had hoped, then change it.  Lyons believes in making something of your life, not becoming something society tells you that you should be.  On the other hand, if no one struggles, where does that leave the world?


Perhaps it is because of this attitude that many of the characters in the play see Lyons as unsuccessful and worthless.  However, how ironic that so many of them secretly envy his ways of life.  For example, Bono remarks in Act 1, scene 4 that Lyons must be pretty good, considering he was playing down at the Crawford Grill.  Bon's statements proves that their is something about Lyons that is different and exciting--depicted in his desire for jazz music.  Lyons lives a kind of mysterious life that his family does not get involved in; he is detached from their world and its conflicts.  Who would not want to be such a free spirit?  The other characters believe they have life figured out, yet they lack satisfaction; however, Lyons has found satisfaction, yet he admits that he does not have it all figured out.  This gamble with life may be why he eventually lands in the work house.  Unlike Troy, however, who come of out jail holding a grudge, Lyons just takes the circumstances at face value and remarks that he will soon be out.  Even with a decrease in freedom, he maintains the same philosophies and search for life.  "I'm still playing.  It still helps me get out bed in the morning.  As long as it do that I'm gonna be right there playing and trying to make sense of it" (Act 2, scene 5, 1365).  In these few lines, Lyons portrays that his motives remain consistent.  Life is hard, but he will deal with it and find reasons to continue on.  


Lyons represents the freedom the other characters are struggling to achieve.  Their struggle to achieve the American Dream has made them slaves to the illusion.  No wonder Gabriel, a mentally impaired character who also represents an inspirational counterpart to Troy's choices, calls Lyons "King of the Jungle" three times during the play (1351, 1352, and 1354).  Lyons has conquered the jungle of society.  By simply not giving in, not holding a grudge, and just finding a reason to get out of bed in the morning, human beings can define themselves, outside the traditional constraints of society's definition of success.
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