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The Court Theatre’s revival production of “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom” flows much like the jazz music the story is built upon. It balances upbeat, staccato moments with long, low notes of tragedy, drawing from audiences a hearty laugh and quiet respect, if not a tear or two.

The play comes from August Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle, a collection of plays examining African-American life in the 20th century.  It is the only work not based in Wilson’s native Pittsburgh, instead playing out in 1920s Chicago, during the height of the Jazz Age.

The story centers upon a day in the recording studio, as “Queen of the Blues” Ma Rainey attempts to record another album. She uses her success as leverage to get whatever she wants from her white managers.  Her band, composed of middle-aged musicians, are also present. They are embroiled in conflict with the brash, young Levee – a horn player determined to bring a new sound and make his mark in the music world, despite the opposition of his companions and Ma.

The ensemble is no stranger to Wilson’s work; many of the actors, including the vivacious Greta Oglesby in the title role of Ma Rainey, have appeared in his plays before. Ron OJ Parson, the director who makes this production sparkle, has staged five previous August Wilson plays in the past. Adding to the atmosphere is the ingeniously designed multi-tiered set by John Culbert, and the elegant costumes by Jaqueline Firkins – Ma Rainey’s scarlet dress is a true work of art.

Though each actor in the ensemble can hold his or her own, James T. Alfred is a standout in the role of Levee.  His energy pours out into Levee’s joys and rages, from a lively jig when discussing his own talent, to arms outstretched screaming to the heavens during one of the character’s many monologues.  One of his most memorable moments is when Levee screams at God to prove His existence by striking him down: “What’s the matter? Where is you? Come on and turn your back at me!” 
Yet Alfred is his most compelling when he broods, bringing out the deep-seated anger in Levee that drives him to succeed “by any means necessary.” It is this very anger that leads to the character’s downfall in the play’s riveting conclusion.  The only issue to be had is with the less than believable makeup effects, specifically the visible seams of Alfred’s hairpiece.  However, it is quickly forgotten in the fervor of the performance.

The lyricism of the play comes not from the music but from August Wilson’s language. His expertly crafted colloquial dialogue is brought to life by the rhythm and cadence of the actors. James T. Alfred shines here too, projecting each word to the farthest reaches of the theater and infusing each with a high level of emotion. You can’t help but laugh at his cockiness and balk at the ferocity of his ire.

Another example of this is seen in Thomas J. Cox’s performance as Sturdyvant, the manager of the recording studio. Cox reaches the pitch-perfect level of smarminess, embodying the precept of the white boss against the black working man, or in Ma’s case, woman. 

There is a subtlety of gesture as well that each actor brings to his or her character that makes them more believable and present, while also commenting on the main themes of Wilson’s work. It can be seen in Levee’s compulsive polishing of his shoes, the item that represents his self-worth; in the way Slow Drag (A. C. Smith) ritualistically twirls his bass as he leans it against the wall, demonstrating his respect for the instrument; in those moments when terror breaks across Sylvester’s (Kelvin Roston, Jr.) face as he approaches the microphone to attempt a voice introduction to Ma Rainey’s song, when Dussie Mae (Kristy Jones) is draped across a piano or lovingly caressing the microphone that acts as a symbol of Ma’s talent and power – things she craves for herself. 

It would be remiss not to mention Greta Oglesby’s performance as the indefatigable Ma Rainey. She demands attention; every time she is on stage she draws the eye as much for her vibrant red gown as for her booming voice. Ma Rainey is the woman in charge, yet she realizes how tenuous her power really is – a subtle chink in her armor that Oglesby captures perfectly. She also lends her voice to the performance, a welcome addition in a production where the music was mostly recorded, yet no less enjoyable.

“Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom” realizes its full potential under the direction of Parson and the powerful performances of a strong cast with Alfred and Oglesby at the forefront. It is a production that should not be missed.

