Chrissy Turpin

“That’s what you is. That’s what we all is. A leftover from history.” 

So the bottom line in August Wilson’s “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom”, currently onstage at the University of Chicago’s Court Theatre, is laid out. In what is both a comedic and powerful scene, Toledo (Alfred H. Wilson) explains to an excitable and arrogant Levee (James T. Alfred) how the problem facing African Americans in 1927 is the way they see themselves. Wilson’s play tackles the ideas behind racism, identity, and ownership in a spectacular display of language, song, rhythm and tone. The fabulous acting of the Court Theatre’s ensemble cast is the main element that complements the playwright’s work so nicely. 

Set in a 1927 Chicago recording studio, “Ma Rainey” deals with the circumstances surrounding blues music and the attempt of white businessmen to control it. The story centers around Ma Rainey (Greta Oglesby), a successful blues singer, and her band members. Ma Rainey makes it clear to her white producer and manager and, by extension, the audience that she is in charge. She requires full control of everything, from demanding a Coca-Cola before she records to insisting, beyond reason, that her stuttering nephew Sylvester (Kevin Roston Jr) be a part of the act. Wilson’s dialogue, however, belongs to the band members and they seem the object of his dedication and respect.

It’s clear that director Ron OJ Parson favors the band too. Any scene with band members Toledo, Levee, Cutler (Cedric Young) and Slow Drag (A.C. Smith) is not just well rehearsed, but rather the actors are in complete sync with one another. The lines, the jokes, and the carefree banter all flow between each actor as if they grew up with one another, easily knowing each other’s hotspots. Among their greater achievements, the band members connect with the audience. They own the precisely delivered jokes; the perfected comedic pause. The actors know the audience is watching, but they treat one as if one were in on the act. 

The play is not a delicate one. Between vulgar language and uncomfortable issues surrounding racism and violence, the actors handle it all honestly. Alfred’s turn as Levee shows that he doesn’t want to walk the audience through turn-of-the-century racism and violence in the Deep South, but wants to slap you across the face with it. Alfred uses his entire body to portray Levee, making one feel slightly unnerved. As he shows his scar earned defending his family from racist whites, Alfred brings Levee’s destructive background out into the open. Alfred, and the rest of the cast, deliver Wilson’s message that internalized racism is as damaging as white hatred. 

The rest of the ensemble cast falls rather flat. It’s not that Oglesby fails in her performance, but it’s clear that the band members, whether to Wilson’s credit or Parson’s, are the stars. To be fair, Oglesby is magnificent when Ma Rainey finally steps up the microphone and her diva performance is solid from beginning to end. She’s funny, but she almost comes across as comedic relief. The main issues in Wilson’s play are centered within the band, leaving Oglesby’s Ma Rainey to tackle little. Oglesby rightly takes charge over her white manager and white producer, declaring that the recording will be done her way. While her voice is phenomenal, she faces few of Wilson’s themes as Ma and it’s a sad waste of her talent. 

The play’s ensemble is not without faults. Minor characters dot the play unnecessarily. The white producer and manager, Sturdyvant (Thomas J. Cox) and Irvin (Stephen Spencer), awkwardly stand in the background and the little interaction they have with the ensemble is disappointing. They’re important to Wilson’s work because they represent the white control and manipulation of black music. Where Court’s production fails is the Cox and Spencer do not connect to their role fully. 

Roston’s turn as Ma’s nephew is unbelievable. The stutter he is meant to have is forced and irritating. Kristy Johnson’s Dussie Mae, Ma’s “girl”, does not quite connect the audience to Ma’s bisexuality. Johnson doesn’t quite convey what her character could bring to the play, the little hints scattered throughout the play that she could use to develop a fuller character. Despite her short stage presence, she lingers in the background, suspiciously disappearing offstage as if she were up to something. She doesn’t appear to understand what her role as “Ma’s girl” could mean.  

“Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom” succeeds in being a good play. The audience believes the Levee’s inner turmoil, Toledo’s aged wisdom and Ma’s determination to control the production of her voice. The production, while set in 1927, has a rhythm that resonates in a modern setting and Wilson’s themes of racism, hatred and the fight for control is still played out in contemporary society.  

