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“Ma Rainey” Returns in an Unforgettable Production
For Chicagoans, “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom,” part of August Wilson’s Century Cycle – a group of 10 plays that explore African American culture throughout the 20th century - is a special treat.  Not only is it the only one of Wilson’s plays set in Chicago, but, in a revival production staged at the Court Theatre, nearly all of the actors in this sensational ensemble are familiar with August Wilson’s work, including the production’s superb director, Ron OJ Parson.
Although produced on Broadway in 1984, “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom” marks the second play in Wilson’s iconic series, and is boldly enlivened by the passion of the 1920s Chicago jazz era, a period rife with musical soul, and – 30 years prior to the Civil Rights movement – racial tension.  Set in a fictional recording studio, “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom” tells the story of black jazz singer Ma Rainey, and the struggles that ensue for her and her band during a recording session for her top hit, “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom
As the play unfolds on John Culbert’s run-down, tri-level set – a fabulous and raw design, reinforcing both the time period, and the play’s multi-faceted thematic struggles with racial and authoritative hierarchy – it is clear from the start that the star of this production is not Ma Rainey, but rather, the members of her band. The older three of Ma’s musicians have been with her throughout the rise of her career, and are not only seasoned in the music business, but in the business of dealing with white men.  A.C. Smith is glorious as Slow Drag, a bassist who’s just as saucy as the contents of his ever-ready flask.  Quick-witted and hysterically funny, Smith steals the show with his all-out, no-holds-barred impression of Ma’s dancing.  Whereas Slow Drag is jocular, you can be sure that Toledo, played sublimely by Alfred H. Wilson, is philosophical.  As Ma’s pianist, Wilson’s chords, in both his speech and in his music, are the bedrock of the band.  The consummate intellectual, he is constantly reminding the men of their African-American heritage, and always encouraging (generally unwanted) philosophical discussion. Wilson is a true standout amongst the ensemble. 
Despite the play’s title, there is no doubt that out of this killer ensemble Cedric Young, as the veteran horn player, Cutler, and James T. Alfred, as Levee, are really the stars of the show.  Both deliver more than one of Wilson’s famous, and some of the play’s most powerful, monologues – the most notable of those belonging to Levee, who often erupts into volatile, angry firestorms of speech.  Throughout the play, Levee’s flights of egomania, and disruption of the status quo cause him to consistently butt heads with Ma and Cutler, pushing his desperate frustration to a devastating climax. 

To laud Ma’s band is not to detract from the brilliance of the production’s number one diva herself.  As Ma Rainey, Greta Oglesby is an absolute powerhouse, costumed beautifully by the always sensational Jacqueline Firkins, and resplendent with layered jewels, feathery headpieces, and yards of gleaming fur and red velvet.  Brash and demanding, Ma is the reason that everyone is gathered together, and she and her deep, velvety voice make that perfectly clear.  Ma’s demands are staunch: that there be Coca-Colas ready and waiting for her – “You know I don’t sing nothing without my Coca-Cola!” – and that her stuttering nephew Sylvester (played by Kelvin Roston Jr., who leaves the audience rolling with laughter) speak the intro to the song. When these demands are cast aside, Ma refuses to record until they’ve satisfied her requests.  She has earned her place, and, however unwilling they are to let her maintain it, she holds her ground.
Rounding out Ma’s entourage is Dussie Mae (played fabulously by Kristy Johnson), the sassy seductress who sneaks off to flirt with Levee when not fulfilling her role as “Ma’s girl.”  Ma’s white agent and producer are played by Stephen Spencer and Thomas J. Cox, giving spirited performances as Irvin and Sturdyvant.  Symbolically maintaining their posts in the upper-tier of the set, Cox and Spencer successfully embody the hierarchy of the whites over the blacks in the 1920s.  

Director Ron OJ Parson and his outstanding ensemble are fearless – melding humor, sadness, strife, history, and tragedy into one unforgettable production.  Featuring some of Chicago’s best talent, and one of the world’s most important playwrights, “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom” is not to be missed.  

