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Black Bottom could be the name of a rock formation or a politically incorrect euphemism. But, in reality, it is a dance of sorts and the namesake of a lively yet complex play based, in part, on real life blues songstress Ma Rainey.

Court Theatre, located on the University of Chicago campus in Hyde Park, gives the show a cozy home until October 18. Ron OJ Parson is a capable director. 

Starring powerhouse Greta Oglesby as Ma Rainey, this theatrical production of August Wilson’s play by the same name is at once both accessible and overwhelming. Having your fun blues songs served up with a side of class and race critique makes for a bit of a heavy meal, but is still quite tasty.

The story follows the various plights of African American musicians in the changing world of 1920s Chicago. The characters bicker, work, wax philosophical, cut the rug and rage, all inside the hectic confines of a primitive recording studio. The white characters, the studio owner and Ma’s manager, play smaller yet essential roles as exemplars to showcase racial power struggles of the time. They can often be heard making weasely overtures about Ma’s songs and personality, yet they seem to look at her as nothing more than a meal ticket.

 But Ma has learned to use her vocal power to show those around her who’s boss. So she takes her sweet time getting to the studio, makes outlandish requests for soda and insists that her stuttering nephew, Sylvester, (Kevin Roston,Jr.) be recorded to introduce her  raucous signature tune, “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom.”
While Ma Rainey may be the titular character, the action seems to focus squarely on her backing band – namely, the loudmouth, arrogant trumpet player Levee, played by the rawly emotive James T. Alfred. Trombone player Cutler (Cedric Young,) and bassist Slow Drag (A.C. Smith,) are the older, sagacious ones of the pack. Pianist Toledo (Alfred H. Wilson,) is the wisecracking foil for Levee’s tall tales and shiny shoes. Kristy Johnson also steals the show as Dussie Mae, Ma Rainey’s “girl” who seems overly at home in the recording studio. Johnson’s facial expressions are over the top, in a good way. Her girlish flirty eyes and pouty, pursed lips capture her character’s immaturity well.

From the exploitation of besequined diva Ma by her smarmy manager to the struggle for acknowledgement by her backing band, Black Bottom covers all the bases, albeit struggling a bit.  It might be a valiant effort by Wilson, but the plot seems to be a bit melodramatic and the show monologue-laden. Each character brings his own story of prejudice endured. Levee’s father was lynched. Ma uses her vocal power to manipulate the whites around her that don’t respect her. Dussie Mae uses her sexuality and looks to get what she otherwise couldn’t.

It’s a tall order to tackle racial, gender, class and power issues all in the framework of a three-act play, but this Court Theater production takes the task on with an elegant grace about it. The costuming, in particular, is superb and befitting of the characters’ larger-than-life personas. The set itself is completely fitting and includes recording equipment of the day. Sound and light design are also good, setting the ambiance for the multi-tiered stage setup. 

But these are minute details considering the immensely talented cast. Olglesby is particularly commanding as a singer. Alfred shines with his raw intensity. His performance in Levee’s poignant monologues pumps excitement into the entire theater, leaving the audience agape. Smith and Young’s back-and-forth teasing, and flirtations with the past, give great fodder for amusement and interest. 

 Most importantly, though, this performance of Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom makes its audience question everything from the existence of God to the importance of footwear. 

At times didactic and melodramatic, Black Bottom still manages to serve up a historical look at race dynamics in the music industry. Its strengths lie in the swirling anecdotes relayed by the impeccably selected cast. 

Emotive storylines, grandiose themes and thought-provoking dialogue all make Black Bottom a play worth seeing. Though its scope may be large and its subject matter controversial, theater-goers of all persuasions will find much truth in the belted-out tunes of Ma, the glory tales of Slow Drag, the extreme anguish of Leevee or even the flitting shimmies of Dussie Mae. Tickets can be purchased at the Box Office of Court Theater or by telephone at (773) 753-4472 or online at www.CourtTheater.org.
