Ma Rainey Strikes a Chord
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Blues is one August Wilson’s “4 Bs” of inspiration, explained in the introduction to his 2004 interview with Marcie Sillman on National Public Radio.  The others were activist poet and playwright Amiri Baraka, Argentine writer, African-American painter and writer Romare Bearden and poet Jorge Luis Borges In Wilson’s Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, directed by Ron OJ Parson, blues takes center stage, showcasing the complicated evolution of the black American experience.
Wilson was raised by his African-American mother in Pittsburgh and his work is acutely connected to the black experience through the complicated racial relationships that exist throughout American history.

Written in 1985 and taking place in the 1920s, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom is part of the “Century Cycle,” 10 plays from 10 decades that explore and critique the multi-faceted African-American experience.  They all take place in Pittsburgh, except Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, which takes place in blues hotbed that was Chicago.

A crooning, melancholy horn bookends each act of the two-part play.   The first act begins with two white music businessmen shuffling around the studio, trying to prepare a recording session for Ma Rainey, Queen of the Blues.  Tightly wound Sturdyvant, the studio owner played by Thomas J. Cox, asserts, in his obnoxiously nasal voice, his annoyance with Ma Rainey and her diva-like demeanor.  Irvin, her manager, played by Stephen Spencer is more composed, assuring Sturdyvant over and over that everything will run smoothly.

As the band members wander in, unpacking their instruments, their personalities emerge through their philosophical queries and disagreements.  These four men are the best part of the production.  The audience laughs constantly at their rhythmic banter.  Cutler, played by Cedric Young, is the level-headed leader. Slow Drag, played by AC Smith, is a goofy, gentle guy whose generous stature mimics his instrument, the stand-up bass.   Toledo, played by Alfred H. Wilson, is the piano player and the intellect, starting many of his lines with, “See now…I’ll tell you what,” followed by a metaphoric life lesson.  Then there is James T. Alfred as Levee, the youngest and most disgruntled of the group.

The generational divide between Levee and the rest of the band members manifests itself through opinions about race and music.  Levee struggles with his place in society.  He wants stardom and is discontent with anonymity.  Yet, under his puffed- out chest is just a young man with a damaged childhood trying to find himself.   James T. Alfred does a wonderful job as Levee, sneaking up from the first act and boosting the story to a heartbreaking and dramatic finish.  In the play’s time, black artists were becoming popular by way of the Harlem Renaissance but their relationship to whites was still problematic.  Even though black music like blues and jazz was gaining recognition and popularity, African-Americans were recording in white-owned studios and played by white radio stations.  Were the blues and African-Americans being accepted or exploited for their artistic contributions? 

This question is raised by many of the characters.  When Ma Rainey finally comes storming through the front door, she lives up to her title, the Queen of the Blues.  Greta Oglesby totally owns Ma, walking like a queen, sashaying and stomping onto the stage in red velvet and fur.  She is demanding and difficult, hollering orders in every direction.  It’s quickly clear that no one tells Ma what to do.  But really, that behavior is only accepted from the white studio owners because she is making them money.  They don’t praise her for her talent; they just make sure to stay on her good side because she is a commodity.

In a particularly poignant scene, Ma and Cutler, old friends it seems, take a break together.  This is the first time we see Ma as Ma, not Madame Rainey, Queen of the Blues.  Her callous exterior fades when we witness her mourn the sale of her voice to the white producers in the recording studio, making us wonder who really owns this music. 

This play effectively explores critical themes with a cast whose chemistry just gels.  The pace of the story is perfect.  The barbershop-like banter from the band, combined with insight into the conflicted psyche of the black American in the 1920s, is moving, funny and, simply put, should not be missed.

