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Ma Rainey knows she’s something special, and she’s right. 

For the production of August Wilson’s Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, University of Chicago’s Court Theatre is transformed into a dilapidated recording studio in 1920s Chicago, complete with a blues band and the soaring voice of the charismatic front-woman, Ma. It succeeds in being a powerful theatrical production with jarring emotional content. It’s a must-see this season, directed by Ron OJ Parson, skillfully melding comedic dialogue with intense racial tension. 
The play is one of a 10-part series, Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle, chronicling the African American experience, decade by decade, in the 20th century. Self-educated from the age of 16, Wilson won a Pulitzer Prize for Fences and The Piano Lesson. Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom is the only play in the series to be set in Chicago rather than Pittsburgh, and centers around a recording session held by two white businessmen, Sturdyvant, the studio owner, and Irvin, Ma’s manager. 
The set spills from the ceiling to the floor, connected by several partitions and stairway between the lower practice space and the music recording space. Several pianos and a string bass wait silently. Peeling posters of blues concerts pasted to the walls create an atmosphere that looks as dusty and worn as a record player sounds. 
“Style ain't nothing but keeping the same idea from beginning to end. Everybody’s got it,” says book-loving, philosophy-spouting Toledo in disagreement with his arrogant young band mate, Levee. The tension between the two characters is complimented by superb acting. James T. Alfred becomes the talented trumpet player Levee, whose hubris brings him adoration from the sexy Dussie May (Kristy Johnson) and scorn from Ma. Toledo (Alfred H. Wilson) often uses metaphors above the other band members’ heads, but is the w  w  ell-intentioned elder to Levee’s cynicism about God and everything else.

 Slow Drag (A.C. Smith) and Cutler (Cedric Young) fill out the rest of the band with charming performances of their own, including a slinky, silly dance by Slow Drag, filling in for Ma during practice. The four muse about music, women, God, and being a black in a white world, and the conversation flows easily from comical banter in Act I to heavy with personal narrative in Act II. There is no weak link in the ensemble, or in Wilson’s running dialogue. 
Ma Rainey is a blues diva who knows her worth in the industry. She knows her voice sells records, and even compares herself to a prostitute. ''When I've finished recording,'' she says, ''it's just like I'd been some whore, and they roll over and put their pants on.'' The power she holds as a black woman in the 1920s is unusual, and her exploitation of it is engaging to watch, executed with a subtle humor. She holds up the record production on a whim when the sudden need for a coca cola strikes her, and is insistent that her stuttering nephew, Sylvester, be recorded introducing a song. When Levee challenges her with his new rendition of her old standard, she fires him from her band. Greta Oglesby shimmies as Ma in a red flapper dress, and exudes the fire and wit that fits the brazen role perfectly. The warmth of her voice throughout the theater makes it obvious as to why she can simultaneously control her band and her manager. 
The black experience in Ma Rainey is unique because jazz and blues in the 20s and 30s was a celebrated outlet that was considered culturally important in the US and beyond. Wilson’s play shows the commodification and objectification of musical talent by black artists. Levee wants to perform and record his original songs, and pleads to Sturdyvant to give him a chance to produce what he guarantees will be a fresh, profit-making record. Sturdyvant takes the songs like he’s doing Levee a favor-politely stealing them for his own financial gain.  Levee, the cocky, enthusiastic musician in the beginning becomes a disheartened, pawn of an insincere white man. 
It’s not until the second act that the song from which the play takes its name, “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom,” is played in its entirety. Before the band starts, Cutler counts off, "Let's do it. One ... Two ... You know what to do." Ma sings her theme and owns it, and it is worth the long wait. She leaves Sturdyvant and Irvin satisfied and the audience at the Court Theatre cheering for her “big black bottom” dance.
