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Ma Rainey, the diva, demands R-E-S-P-E-C-T and she certainly deserves it in Court Theatre’s revival of August Wilson’s play, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom.  Ma (played impressively by Greta Oglesby) is quick to correct those who call her “Ma.”

“Madame Rainey!  Get it straight!  Madame Rainey!” she exclaims numerous times in the first act, her insistence a bold reminder of a black woman’s struggle to be respected in a white man’s world.

The set that Ma occupies certainly depicts a white man’s world.  It is the recording studio of the prejudiced and smarmy Sturdyvant (played by Thomas J. Cox).  Stage right is the downstairs rehearsal half of the studio, containing silent instruments – a piano, an upright bass.  Stage left is the studio and control room, housing another piano, miscellaneous equipment, and an old-fashioned microphone, front and center, to spotlight Ma’s rich blues vocals.

The actors in Ma’s accompanying band bring life not only to the silent instruments (figuratively speaking – the actors mimic playing instruments to a recording of the songs), but also to the entire play.  Their dialogue is fast and engaging.  Even with the whole first act being dialogue-driven, the audience didn’t dare blink as the fascinating four musicians made light-hearted jokes about the heavy issues of money, music, religion, and race.  The second act is more plot-driven, the characters’ actions a direct result of the tension created by the discourse in the first act.

Toledo, the piano player (played brilliantly by Alfred H. Wilson), is the only one of the black musicians who is literate.  He initiates and steers, sometimes misguidedly, discussions about philosophy and existence, leaving his musician counterparts rolling their eyes as if to say, “There he goes again.”  Despite his soapboxing, he delivers the line that epitomizes what Ma Rainey expresses in her songs and what August Wilson expressed by writing this play:

As long as the colored man look to white folks to put the crown on what he say 

… as long as he looks to white folks for approval … then he ain’t never gonna find out who he is and what he’s about.  He’s just gonna be about what white folks want him to be about.

Levee, the trumpet player and youngest of the crew, is the most irritated by Toledo.  Levee works hard to impress Sturdyvant.  Played by James T. Alfred, Levee is dynamic.  He leaps from energetic and enthusiastic to brooding to manic in a matter of lines.  He hates the oppression he feels from the white man, but simultaneously craves attention and reassurance from him.  Alfred’s range is impressive.  Cutler, the leader of the band (played by Cedric Young), is as sensible as Levee is irrational.

Ma Rainey is not what the white folks want her to be.  Oglesby nails the role.  Wearing a luxurious red dress, complete with fur and rhinestones, she is the Mother of the Blues, demanding the recording be stopped because she wants three Coca Colas.  Her other demands include: that her stuttering nephew, Sylvester (Kevin Roston, Jr.), do the intro to her song and that he then be paid for it.  Her insistence is a constant source of entertainment to the audience, even if it is less-than-entertaining to studio owner Sturdyvant.

Cox teeters on the verge of exaggeration with the syrupy, patronizing tone that his character, Sturdyvant, uses in all interactions with people who are not white, especially Ma.  Ma’s manager, Irvin (Stephen Spencer), masters the voice of the mediator between the two.


The difference in how each character interacts with Ma is brilliant: Sturdyvant’s fear of her; Irvin’s forced patience; Levee’s defiance as he tries to reinvent her old classics; and especially Slow Drag’s (her bass player, played by A.C. Smith) mocking impression of her, even before Ma is introduced to the audience.  Slow Drag shimmies his huge frame hilariously, but with just a fraction of the sass that Ma brings to the stage.


Another highlight is Kristy Johnson’s portrayal of the sexpot, Dussie Mae, a member of Ma’s entourage.  She effectively distracts not just Ma and Levee’s characters, but also the entire audience as she slinks and seductively leans on the piano, wearing a bright yellow flapper dress and purple Mary Jane stilettos, an excellent costume design by Jacqueline Firkins.


Director Ron OJ Parson does a fine job portraying the complicated nature of race relations, keeping the audience entertained yet informed.  The only real criticism is that Ma would have preferred this play to be titled Madame Rainey’s Black Bottom.
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