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“If it Keeps on Raining, Levee’s Gonna Break”

The Court Theatre’s production of August Wilson’s Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom is a brilliant revival of a classic.

The scene of the play is set inside a run-down basement band room and recording studio in Chicago. Ma Rainey’s blues musicians Toledo (played by Alfred H. Wilson) on piano, Cutler (played by Cedric Young) on guitar, Slow Drag (played by A.C. Smith) on stand-up bass, and feverous Levee on trumpet persuade the audience of their musicianship as they rehearse and casually banter back and forth in the band rehearsal room, bringing the play’s setting directly into context. Toledo’s opening words of wisdom in act one, “everything’s changin’ all the time,” warn the audience that the play’s mood will shift between humor and tension as it unfolds.

It’s the 1920s, and the music industry in the United States is owned by white record execs who exploit blues music while doing its musicians a disservice. The naturally talented black members of Ma Rainey’s band are no exception. Ma Rainey’s character (played by Greta Oglesby), a powerhouse presence in her crystal adorned, candy-apple velvet gown, refuses to be treated any less than a queen by her entourage. She has no qualms about showing up at her leisure and commanding attention in the form of house slippers and Coca-Cola, manipulating all of the other characters on stage to fulfill her every wish. As the only actress on stage who requires real chops to belt out the blues, Oglesby’s smooth, soulful vocals are as velvety as her red dress. Ma Rainey, who “could never stand some silence” says, “the more music in the world, the fuller it is,” and, when the music ceases during the play, the action that occurs in silence is deafening. 

Levee devours more than his share of sandwiches during down time in the rehearsal room, and it’s clear from the beginning his appetite mimics Ma’s for sex, fame and most of all respect, which explains why he and Ma silently butt heads in scenes when they appear on stage together. Levee’s razor sharp reactions to other characters leave the audience in full suspense about his next move, as the rains of restriction and rejection pour down on the drowning young Levee, who refuses to “just play the music,” like his other obedient band mates. In his gripping debut at the Court Theatre, James T. Alfred as Levee steals the show. Alfred’s severe in-your-face performance of fervent dialogue with the other actors and actresses barks through the silent moments of the play like the abandoned “dog in the alley” that Ma describes in Act II. The saint-like pianist Toledo, played by Alfred H. Wilson, warns Levee not to “get down on the abstract and forget the elemental,” but Levee is always quick judge and slow to listen to his wiser elder, who explains he’s “never been the same fool twice.”

The most harmonious scene happens right in the middle- when Ma’s stuttering nephew Sylvester (played by Kevin Roston Jr.), Ma, the band, and wild-dancing Dussie Mae (played by Kristy Johnson) engage in all-out synchronicity of words, music, and rhythm to the song of the play’s title, “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom.” The cheerful mood ends when the ensemble is asked to repeat the song they have just flawlessly performed after the recording equipment goes awry. Here Sturdyvant, the slimy record producer (played by Thomas J. Cox) and Ma’s pushover manager Irvin (played by Stephen Spencer) resume control over the recording session. Like clowns, the band must perform on queue for Irvin and Sturdyvant in order to be let go for the night, reliving one of Toledo’s stories about Reverend Gates, who was forced to dance for a group of white men in order to avoid being killed. 

By the end of the play the audience sits in anxiousness, witnesses rather than onlookers, as Levee reaches his breaking point of despair in a bloody turn of events, and it’s difficult to hold back the tears. All of the actors’ dead-on interpretation of the soulful slang attitude of August Wilson’s original script, in conjunction with their believable bluesy musicianship, revive the mood of the 1920’s as if it were occurring for the first time. With memorable lines of profound declaration such as Toledo’s  “We all leftover from history,” and “What we all gonna do together?” Ma Rainey proves to be just as honest and telling in present time directed by Ron OJ Parson as it was during its 1982 Broadway debut.
