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UNDERSTANDING "MASTER HAROLD" …AND THE BOYS: A DEEP DIVE INTO ATHOL
FUGARD'S MASTERPIECE

When seeking the full text of Athol Fugard's acclaimed play, "Master Harold" …and the boys,
readers are not  merely looking for  dialogue—they are searching for  a profound exploration of
apartheid-era South Africa, human dignity, and the painful inheritance of racism. This article serves
as a comprehensive guide to the play, examining its historical context, major characters, thematic
depth, and practical ways to access the Master Harold and the Boys full text. Whether you are a
student, a theater enthusiast, or a curious reader, this analysis will enrich your understanding of one
of the 20th century's most powerful dramatic works.

Background and Historical Context of the
Play
Athol Fugard wrote "Master Harold" …and the boys in 1982, at a time when apartheid laws were
still rigidly enforced in South Africa. The play is semi-autobiographical, drawing from Fugard's own
childhood experiences in Port Elizabeth. The title itself carries weight: the use of "Master" refers to
the Afrikaans  term "Meester,"  a  title  white  children were  often  given by  black  servants.  This
linguistic detail immediately signals the power dynamics at the core of the narrative.
Set in 1950, the play unfolds on a rainy afternoon inside the St. George's Park Tea Room, owned by
the white Hally's parents. The entire drama takes place in this single, confined setting—a deliberate
choice  that  intensifies  the  emotional  and  racial  tension.  Understanding  the  historical  backdrop  is
essential before engaging with the Master Harold and the Boys full text, because the play's
power  lies  in  its  unflinching portrayal  of  casual  racism and the psychological  damage it  inflicts  on
both the oppressed and the oppressor.

Plot Overview: A Single Afternoon That

Changes Everything
The play features three characters: Hally (Harold), a seventeen-year-old white boy; Sam, a black
waiter in his forties; and Willie, a younger black waiter. As the afternoon progresses, Hally arrives at
the tea room after school, and he and Sam engage in lively conversations about ballroom dancing,
philosophy, and Hally's troubled home life.  Willie,  meanwhile,  practices his dance steps for an
upcoming  competition.  The  tone  is  initially  affectionate  and  intellectual,  revealing  a  deep  bond
between  Hally  and  Sam—a  bond  that  has  been  nurtured  over  years  of  shared  moments.
The turning point occurs when Hally receives a phone call  from his mother, who tells him his
alcoholic, disabled father is coming home from the hospital. This news triggers a crisis in Hally, who
vents his frustration and shame. In a moment of rage and self-loathing, he lashes out at Sam and
Willie.  The most devastating scene involves Hally ordering Sam to call  him "Master Harold"—a
demand  that  forces  Sam  to  publicly  degrade  himself.  The  play  culminates  in  a  profound,
heartbreaking confrontation that leaves the relationship shattered, yet tinged with a glimmer of
forgiveness. Reading the Master Harold and the Boys full text reveals the raw emotional arc of
this transformation.

Major Characters and Their Symbolic
Roles
HALLY (HAROLD)
Hally is  a complex protagonist.  He is intelligent,  politically aware, and genuinely fond of Sam.
However, he is also a product of his racist society and his father's toxic influence. Hally represents
the tragedy of a young person inheriting the very prejudices he intellectually rejects. His outburst is
not purely a result of anger; it is a desperate attempt to assert power when he feels powerless in his
own family. The Master Harold and the Boys full text shows Hally's internal conflict through his
language—shifting from respectful banter to cruel demands.

SAM

Sam is the moral center of the play. He is patient, wise, and deeply caring. He has served as a
surrogate  father  to  Hally,  teaching  him  about  life,  dignity,  and  even  the  art  of  kite-flying.  Sam's
grace  under  pressure  contrasts  sharply  with  Hally's  volatility.  His  final  monologue,  in  which  he

https://turn-nyc-edge-vdmdp.louper.io/


2

2 Master Harold And The Boys Full Text 2023-05-23

explains the difference between a "dance" of equality and the "world's worst exhibition" of racism, is
one of the most poignant passages in modern drama. Any thorough reading of the Master Harold
and the Boys full text will highlight Sam's eloquence and humanity.

WILLIE

Willie  is  a  simpler  character,  focused  on  his  dance  competition  and  his  girlfriend,  Hilda.  He
experiences racism more overtly but with less intellectualization than Sam. Willie's subplot about his
relationship and his struggle to learn patience in dancing mirrors the larger theme of harmony and
discord.  His presence underscores the everyday reality of  black South Africans who cope with
oppression in diverse ways.

Themes Explored in the Play
RACE AND POWER

The most obvious theme is the corrosive effect of  racism. Fugard does not present apartheid as a
distant political system; he shows it as a lived experience that infects even the most intimate
relationships. The title itself—the word "Master"—is a loaded term that Hally eventually uses to
wound Sam. The Master Harold and the Boys full text contains explicit scenes where racial
language is used to demean, but Fugard also reveals the systemic nature of inequality through small
details, such as Sam having to stand on the veranda while Hally sits inside.

FATHERS AND SONS

Hally's relationship with his own father is painful. His father is an alcoholic amputee whom Hally both
loves and resents. Hally's emotional instability stems largely from this relationship. Sam has stepped
into  the  role  of  a  caring  father  figure,  but  the  societal  structure  prevents  that  bond  from  being
acknowledged  as  legitimate.  This  father-son  dynamic  is  central  to  understanding  why  Hally
explodes: he is punishing Sam for being the father he wishes he had, while also reinforcing the racial
hierarchy that his biological father represents.

THE POLITICS OF DIGNITY

Ballroom dancing serves as a powerful metaphor throughout the play. Sam explains that when two
people dance, they move in perfect harmony, each respecting the other's space and rhythm. This
ideal of mutual respect contrasts with the real world, where people "do not know the steps." Sam
and Willie practice for the ballroom competition as an act of resistance—a way to create beauty and
dignity in a world that denies them both. The Master Harold and the Boys full text uses this
imagery to suggest that art and human connection can transcend oppression, even if only for a
moment.

MEMORY AND BETRAYAL

The  play  is  structured  around  memories,  particularly  the  memory  of  flying  a  kite.  Hally  and  Sam
recall the day they made a kite together—a moment of pure joy and equality. By the end of the play,
that memory becomes a painful symbol of what has been lost. Hally's betrayal of their friendship is
all the more devastating because it destroys a shared past. Fugard forces the audience to confront
whether such wounds can ever heal.

Why "Master Harold" …and the Boys
Remains Essential
Although apartheid ended in 1994, the play's relevance endures. The dynamics of power, privilege,
and internalized racism are not confined to South Africa or the 1950s. Fugard's work speaks to any
society  struggling with  inequality.  The Master Harold and the Boys full  text  is  studied in
literature and theater courses worldwide because it offers a microcosm of larger social conflicts. The
intensely personal  nature of  the story makes abstract political  issues tangible and emotionally
devastating.
Moreover, the play is a masterclass in dramatic structure. With only three characters and one
setting, Fugard creates a tension that rivals any epic. The dialogue is natural yet layered, carrying
depths of meaning beneath casual words. For aspiring playwrights, studying the Master Harold
and the Boys full text is an excellent lesson in how to build conflict using restraint.

How to Access the Master Harold and the
Boys Full Text
For readers looking to obtain the full text, there are several avenues:

Published play script: The most reliable version is the published script from Oxford
University Press or Samuel French. These include stage directions and the complete dialogue.
Check your local library or bookstore.
Online archives: Some educational websites and open-access libraries may offer the full text
for educational purposes. However, be mindful of copyright restrictions. The play is still
protected, so sites offering a free download may be illegal unless they have proper licensing.
Ebook editions: Major platforms like Amazon Kindle, Google Books, and Apple Books sell
digital versions. An ebook of Master Harold and the Boys full text is convenient for
highlighting and note-taking.
University databases: If you are a student, your institution's library system likely has access
to the play through databases like ProQuest or JSTOR, often including scholarly editions with
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critical analysis.

When searching online, use specific phrases such as "Master Harold and the Boys PDF full text" or
"Athol Fugard full play text." Always verify the source to ensure the text is complete and accurate.

Critical Reception and Performance
History
Upon its  premiere in 1982 at  the Yale Repertory Theatre,  "Master Harold" …and the boys
received immediate acclaim. Critics praised Fugard's ability to capture the tragedy of racism without
resorting to melodrama. The original Broadway production in 1983 was nominated for a Tony Award
for Best Play. Since then, it has been performed countless times across the world, including in South
Africa, where it provoked intense discussions about the legacy of apartheid.
Notably, the play has been adapted into a 1985 television film and a 2010 film, both starring actors
who brought Nuance to the roles. The film version of the Master Harold and the Boys full text
expands the visual  elements but retains the poignancy of  the script.  Many critics recommend
reading the play before watching any adaptation to appreciate Fugard's precise language.

Guiding Questions for Reading the Full
Text

To deepen your engagement with the play, consider these questions as you read:

How does Fugard use the confined setting to heighten dramatic tension?1.
What is the significance of the kite-flying memory? Why does Hally choose to destroy that2.
memory?
How does Sam's explanation of ballroom dancing function as a critique of apartheid society?3.
Is Hally irredeemable? Does the play offer any hope for change?4.
How do the characters of Sam and Willie represent different responses to oppression?5.

Analyzing these elements will help you move beyond the plot to the deeper meanings embedded in
the Master Harold and the Boys full text.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of Words
Athol Fugard's "Master Harold" …and the boys stands as a testament to the power of theater to
hold a mirror up to society. The full text of this play is not just a sequence of lines—it is a cry for
justice, a lesson in friendship, and a warning about the ease with which love can be poisoned by
prejudice. Whether you read it for academic study or personal enrichment, you will find a work that
is as intellectually stimulating as it is emotionally harrowing.
In a world still grappling with racism and inequality, the message of this play remains urgent. By
engaging with the Master Harold and the Boys full text, you participate in a necessary act of
remembrance  and  resistance.  Fugard's  characters  may  be  fictional,  but  their  struggles  are  all  too
real. Let the play inspire you to examine the "masters" and "boys" in your own life—and to seek a
dance of equal footing for all.


