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Demons in Ma Rainey's Black Bottom
In the Court Theatre's absorbing production of August Wilson's Ma Rainey's Black Bottom, a few hours' work in a 1920s recording studio is long enough to pivot such themes as ancestry and philosophy, race and religion, sexuality and power.  While struggling to record a Blues song called “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom,” the characters test their limits as artists but, moreover, question their agency as humans.  At a time when white America consumed their music but had little regard for African Americans as other than entertainers, the band tries to take what advantage it can of the appreciation and compensation its members receive for their music.

In writing 65 years after the life of Ma Rainey, Wilson re-imagines the motivations of the self-proclaimed founder of the Blues.  At Court, the troupe of actors becomes performers with the moxie to pursue what they want.

Two-time Pulitzer Prize winner August Wilson wrote Ma Rainey's Black Bottom as one of 10 plays about African Americans in the Twentieth Century.
  Set in Chicago at a time for high jazz and business on the down low, the play narrates the creation of the Blues with allusions to biblical themes such as hubris, the suffering of innocents, and a tempting woman stirring a man to risk everything in a high-stakes defiance of authority. 

The play begins with the words of the tightly-wound, primly bow-tied Sturdyvant, played by Thomas J. Cox, the white record producer who, perched high in the recording booth, if not god-like in his stature is at least the originator and purse-keeper of the recording session.  As seen in the play, Sturdyvant giveth and Sturdyvant taketh away.

The play's title—also the title of a song that the band performs--conflates sex, entertainment, and a kiss-my-jelly-roll attitude.  Much to the consternation of Sturdyvant, Ma Rainey, played by the voluptuous, glitzy Greta Oglesby, asserts her free will and what power she has by biding her time.  The self-proclaimed avatar of the Blues, Ma Rainey intimates to Cutler, convincingly played by Cedric Young, a loyal member of her band, that by selling her song via the recording, she sacrifices a piece of herself.  "Wanna take my voice and trap it in them fancy boxes with all them buttons and dials," she says.  "As soon as they get my voice down on them recording machines, then it's just like if I'd be some whore and they roll over and put their pants on"  (II, 72).  By commanding the producers to address her as “Madame Rainey,” she pronounces that she is the boss and will not be prostituted by the men.

The connection between entertainment and rape echoes in a tale told by a young member of her band, Levee, the riveting James T. Alfred.  Ma Rainey and Levee butt heads over how to perform the music—and over the alluring Dussie Mae, played by Kristy Johnson.  This groupie knows what she wants and will seemingly sleep with whoever is the most successful performer to get it.  Dussie Mae’s slim yellow dress and the yellow pumps she asks for as she sexually coaxes—seemingly her only talent—Ma Rainey are a tinted hint of her gold digging. 

Given the title, one might expect that Ma Rainey would be the central figure in the play.  Though her domineering character certainly commands attention, much of the focus is instead on the band and, in particular, Levee.  Like Blues music, Levee's character tells a story of sorrow and coping.  At first, Levee's brash, youthful exuberance might make viewers join the older band members--Cutler, Toledo, and Slow Drag—in an exasperated sigh as Levee gallivants around the practice room in his new two-tone shoes, his appetite whetted by sandwiches, stardom, and Ma Rainey's young lover.  The generational rift between the band members surfaces in their humorous banter, which generally unravels into chaos.  When the older musicians tease him, Levee's defensive and, at times, militantly offensive reactions negate the possibility of sportive banter.

The bombast of Levee's character culminates in an excruciating existential crisis.  The word "levee," derived from the past participle of the French verb "to raise," correlates with the rise in power and ultimate fall of Satan.
  Levees break.  "He a white man's God ... God can kiss my ass," blasphemes Levee.  "What I care about burning in hell?" (II, 95).  If Levee is a devil, he is more like John Milton's suffering Satan--a devil we can commiserate with in our misguided fate--than a sundry serpent. 

Though the characters struggle with inner demons and each other, Wilson does not demonize his characters to the extent that makes them indisputably unworthy of sympathy.  Even the penny-pinching producers are just doing their jobs.  A Faustian hit, Ma Rainey awes viewers with the baffling but true conflation of comedy and tragedy. 
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