The Court Theatre’s Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom is expertly directed by Ron OJ Parson, and performed by a well-cast ensemble of talented actors.  August Wilson’s only play in his ten-play series that takes place on Chicago’s South Side, it explores the African-American condition in the city during the 1920s.  Set in a basement band room and recording studio that are cleverly rendered by a tri-level, staggered stage by set designer John Culbert—the play is a window onto a turbulent decade in history in which black Americans struggled to define their role in a white-dominated world.  

Although named for Ma Rainey, the play focuses predominantly on her band of blues musicians as they prepare for their recording session: Cutler (Cedric Young), the band leader and playful wisecrack; Toledo (Alfred H. Wilson), an intelligent, self-educated man prone to lecturing; Slow Drag (A.C. Smith), a suave dancer with animated facial expressions; and Levee (James T. Alfred), the youngest player, who is passionate about his music and driven to make a name for himself.  

The production showcases the lyrical, rhythmic flow of the men’s speech through their stories, jokes, and personal histories.  The poetry of their speech, however humble, evokes a bluesy quality that alludes to the African-American musical genre known for its Southern roots and often troubled and melancholic narratives.  In this way, the Blues relate to their own distinct legacy of slavery in the South and their continued hardships in the North.  

Within the context of the time, “Madame” Rainey (played by Greta Oglesby), the self-declared “Mother of Blues,” is an unexpected yet pleasing anomaly.  Her sense of empowerment and entitlement are fueled by her talent, popularity, and wealth.  Among her entourage is Dussie Mae, a female play-pet she keeps under her wing, (whose sassy sensuality is humorously portrayed by Kristy Johnson).  

Ma Rainey has leverage over the white men she works with because she has sold them more records than any other client.  Consequently, she takes liberties, insisting in one comical scene that her stuttering nephew, Sylvester (played by Kelvin Roston, Jr.), do the voice intro to her song.  Regardless, she is aware of her limitations in a white-run world, and laments, “As soon as they get my voice down on them recording machines, then its just like if I’d be some whore and they roll over and put their pants on.  Ain’t got no use for me then.” 

Contrary to what its title suggests, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom is not a musical, but a dramatic play.  Emphasis is on strong, solid acting rather than musical proficiency, which is illustrated by the band members’ convincing yet illusory job of “playing” their respective instruments of the piano, bass, trombone, and trumpet.  However, Oglesby’s stunning performance blends masterful acting with musical command—her low, rich voice delivers with magnificent gusto.  Her robust personality is difficult to separate from the real Mother of Blues, herself.  In spite of being largely simulated, the cast’s musical performance creates the sensation that one is in the recording studio with Ma and her boys, as they sing and play the blues.
The period piece is brought to life by Jacqueline Firkins’ fabulous costume design—from Ma’s floor-length fur coat and Dussie Mae’s canary yellow dress to the blues players’ short ties and smart shoes—that exemplifies the fashion of the time.  The shabby, unconventional recording studio is true to the kinds of structures in which blues musicians would work in 1920s Chicago, and the old-fashioned recording horn hints at this.

Other highlights include Slow Drag’s hilariously effeminate impersonation of Ma Rainey as he gyrates across the stage; Toledo’s comically convoluted philosophizing; Daisie May’s animated rendition of the Charleston during the recording session; and Ma’s cowing of her manager, Irvin.  James T. Alfred makes an impressively compelling performance as Levee, portraying his emotional trauma experienced from an early age, as well as his internal conflict as a man struggling to achieve respect and control in a world that repeatedly drags him down.  In an especially powerful scene, Alfred demonstrates Levee’s profound disillusionment with the world when he calls into question his belief in God.
Overall, an extremely entertaining, funny, and insightful production.  Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom runs through Sunday, October 18.
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