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Review
Ma Rainey Sings Out Its Troubles
Court Theatre’s revival of Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom opens with a fully lit view of an expertly crafted, multilevel set. For a play first performed in 1984, drenched with exploitative and racist themes—white-imposed and self-imposed alike—perhaps the most economic way to illuminate its forthright, unapologetic dialogue would be to literally set the stage to accentuate the power plays at hand.
A white-operated recording studio in Chicago’s late 1920s is the scene, and the studio room dominates most of stage left where Sturdyvant, its owner, and Irvin, Ma Rainey’s manager, await the arrival of the famous Ma, mentor to Bessie Smith and “Mother of the Blues.” Her diva disposition and crimson velvet costuming enriches the studio’s otherwise bland wood palette. Ma is a true entertainer, making her difficult to take your eyes off until she makes her final exit at the end of the play.
Stage right is set lower, occupied by the vibrant tiled band room where Ma’s – or, as Greta Oglesby sometimes says, a more entitled “Madame” – accompanying band is rehearsing before the recording session. Not only does the hierarchical architecture provide the production with instant cues of black and white power plays—Ma ordering Irvin to buy her a Coke from a lower part of the stage—it enhances the interracial conflicts in the band room as they take place in a small corner of the rehearsal stage.
But the set would not be as effective if it weren’t for the dynamic dialogue between the actors. Ma’s band is composed of three black men in their 50s—Cutler, Toledo and Slow Drag, who play conventional accompaniment blues according to Boss Ma’s wishes. The younger, flashier, rash Levee is also in the band, but his jazzist, “newfangled” contributions are shut down at almost every juncture. Musical and character conflicts during the rehearsal sublimate into witty—sometimes even comic—banter about the black man’s world, but they lapse just as easily into violence or truly downtrodden epiphanies.
Perhaps the most unhinged effect of this production is the manipulation of this delicate balance between the band members. It enables the actors to engage in seamless riffs that move so quickly between beats they leave the audience as emotionally frustrated as Levee himself in the epic closing of part one, when the character has a metaphysical knife fight with a God he exclaims has abandoned him.
Ma Rainey is a play as much about music as it is about racism, and it has no qualms about using musical performance as a thematic conduit to perpetuate a dialog about racism. A reading of this play through the prism of the “music history to come” presents the audience with a painful irony: Levee’s style of improvisation would, in only a few decades, become the platform for Rhythm & Blues and Rock ‘n’ Roll itself as an increasingly appropriated white phenomenon.
The entire production builds up to one monumental performance of “Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom,” when, at Ma’s insistence, it is performed on her terms. The performance is the musical centerpiece of this production, and the first time the band and the studio cast congregate in one area, making music that is as moving as it is entertaining. It’s what the audience has been waiting for, and, to its surprise an equipment error reveals the track was not in fact recorded. The result is almost as sad as Ma’s speech which appears shortly before the performance: “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. Ain’t got no use for me then.”
Whether it is the deliberate choices in character-stage placement or the sheer talent of the actors playing Ma and Levee, the Court Theatre’s production truly brings the audience to the same level of pathos as its characters. The feeling is sometimes equivalent to a tight film shot during an effusive moment, but Ma Rainey is consistently veracious in its own theatrical conventions, never a committing a flat note or skipped beat.

