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SYNOPSIS 
*Spoiler Alert: This synopsis contains 
crucial plot information*  

Chicago. 1927. The blues are at their 
peak and America is struggling 
against racial inequalities. MA 
RAINEYôS BLACK BOTTOM opens 
with Irvin, Ma Raineyôs manager, and 
Sturdyvant, a music studio owner, 
checking microphones before a        
recording session. Sturdyvant tells 
Irvin that he wants this session to go 
smoother than the previous one with 
Ma Rainey, a blues artist. While      
discussing the last record the band, 
Cutler, a guitar and trombone player, 
Slow Drag, a bass player, and Toledo, 
a piano player, arrives at the studio. 
Irvin asks where Ma Rainey is, but 
they donôt know. Irvin goes to find her 
and Levee, the trumpet player,        
arrives. 

While waiting for Ma Rainey to arrive, 
the band tells stories, jokes and argues about 
various things in their lives. During these     
conversations we find out that Levee, who is the 
youngest member of the band, is interested in 
having his own band and that he has his own 
version of Ma Raineyôs 
Black Bottom , a song 
they are supposed to 
record. After some time, 
Ma Rainey finally      
arrives, followed by 
Dussie Mae, Ma 
Raineyôs companion, 
Sylvester, Ma Raineyôs 
nephew and a police-
man. The policeman 
informs Irvin that Ma 
Rainey is being charged 
for assault and battery and Irvin bribes him in 
order to drop the charges. 

We cut back to the band room where Levee, 
Slow Drag and Cutler continue to talk. Toledo 
enters with sandwiches and Toledo compares 

leftover sandwiches to African-
Americans. As they begin to rehearse 
Leveeôs version of Ma Raineyôs Black 
Bottom , we go back to Ma Rainey in 
the studio. Ma Rainey and Dussie Mae 
are discussing the tour as Irvin enters. 
Ma Rainey asks Irvin what the band is 
rehearsing and Irvin informs Ma 
Rainey that Leveeôs arrangement 
might work well for the recording. 
However, Ma Rainey has none of it 
and informs the band that Sylvester 
will be recording the introduction to 
the song. Levee is angered that Ma 
Rainey doesnôt want to use his version 
and that Sylvester will also be in the 
recording. Cutler tries to calm him 
down, but Levee just sulks until 
Sturdyvant enters the band room. His 
attitude changes completely and     
Cutler calls him out on it after      
Sturdyvant leaves. Levee defends his 
actions and tells the band a haunting 

story about how a group of white men raped his 
mother and killed his father. We end Act One 
with Slow Drag singing ñIf I had my wayé I 
would tear this old building down.ò 

Act Two begins in the studio with the band    
getting ready to record 
the songs. Ma Rainey 
informs Irvin that she 
wants to record Ma 
Raineyôs Black Bottom 
first, but Irvin says that 
they are going to stick 
with Leveeôs version. 
Ma Rainey becomes  
upset and Sturdyvant 
and Irvin agree to try it 
her way. They begin and 
Ma Rainey asks for her 

Coca-Cola, which no one has. She refuses to 
sing until she gets her soda and sends Slow 
Drag to get her one. Ma Rainey and Cutler    
discuss Sylvester and the recording as we go 
back to the band room where Levee is singing. 
Dussie Mae enters and Levee tells her that he is 

ñWhite folks donôt understand the 

Blues. They hear it come out but 

they donôt know how it got there. 

They donôt understand thatôs lifeôs 

way of talking. You donôt sing to 

feel better. You sing because itôs a 

way of understanding life.ò 

- Ma Rainey  
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going to get his own band. Dussie Mae 
is intrigued by this and Levee kisses 
her. 

We cut back to Ma Rainey and Cutler 
talking about music and the blues 
when Slow Drag and Sylvester enter 
with Cokes for her. They inform Irvin 
and Sturdyvant that they are ready to 
record and begin the process again. 
We hear her sing Ma Raineyôs Black 
Bottom  only to find out that it hasnôt 
been recorded because of a broken 
cord. Ma Rainey wants to leave but 
Irvin convinces her to stay for 15   
minutes while they fix the problem. 
She agrees and the band goes back to 
the band room. Cutler says something 
to Levee about messing around with 
Dussie Mae, but Slow Drag says that 
Levee can do what he wants, even if it 
gets him in trouble. They continue to talk about 
women, music and life. Levee begins to talk 
about religion and 
blasphemies in front 
of everyone. Cutler is 
offended and punches 
Levee in the mouth 
and begins beating 
him until Toledo and 
Slow Drag pull him 
off. Levee pulls out a 
knife and begins  
swiping at Cutler 
threatening him and 
God. 

As we begin to hear 
Ma Rainey sing again, 
we fade back to the 
studio and hear Irvin 

congratulate her on a successful      
session. She is impressed by Slow Drag 
and Toledo, but tells Levee that he 
played too many notes and she    
couldnôt keep up with him. He argues 
with her and Ma Rainey gets fed up 
with Levee and fires him. Irvin and 
Sturdyvant enter to pay Ma Rainey 
and Sylvester and she informs Irvin 
that if there are any more mistakes 
with another session that she will find 
someplace else to record her songs. As 
she leaves with Sylvester and Dussie 
Mae we see the band in the band room 
waiting for their pay. Irvin and Sturdy-
vant give each of them their money 
and as they begin to leave, Levee asks 
Sturdyvant about the songs he gave 
him. Sturdyvant tells Levee that he 
will not be using them because he 
doesnôt think that people will like the 

type of music. Levee tries to convince Sturdy-
vant to record them, but to no avail. As the 

other band members 
try to leave quickly, 
Toledo accidently 
steps on Leveeôs 
shoe. Levee becomes 
very angry with this 
and confronts Toledo 
about it. Toledo 
apologizes, but Levee 
is too angry to listen 
to him and loses  
control. Overcome by 
anger, disappoint-
ment and frustration 
he pulls out his knife 
and fatally stabs 
Toledo in the back. 

The cast of MA RAINEYôS BLACK BOTTOM, a co-

production by Actors Theatre of Louisville and The Rep. 

Photo courtesy of Alan Simons. 

Costume        

Rendering for 

Cutler  

PRE-SHOW ACTIVITY: The play takes place in a band room and a recording studio, sometimes 

simultaneously. What do you imagine the set to look like? How will the actors move from space 

to space easily? Draw out your ideas and share them with a small group. 

POST-SHOW ACTIVITY: After seeing the show, do you think the set design worked for the play? 

Compare and contrast what you drew to what you saw. Why do you think the designer chose to 

create what you saw? Discuss your answers with your class. 
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
August Wilson is one of the most renowned and 

inspirational African -American playwrights of 

the 20th century. Wilson was born in Pittsburgh 

on April 27, 1945, the fourth of six children. His 

father, Frederick August Kittel, was a white baker 

and his mother, Daisy Wilson, was an African-

American cleaning woman. Wilson grew up with 

his mother and siblings in 

Pittsburghôs Hill district, 

an impoverished  

neighborhood. The family 

saw very little of             

Frederick; Daisy divorced 

him and re-married. After 

moving to a new, white 

working class neighbor-

hood in the 1950s, Wilson 

encountered extreme     

racial hostility including 

threats and abuse from 

peers at his high school 

and teachers accusing him 

of plagiarizing papers. These events caused     

Wilson to officially drop out of high school in 

1960, when he was only a sophomore. Instead of 

telling his mother that he dropped out, Wilson 

continued to leave every morning and instead 

went to the local library where he read and     

educated himself. By the time he was 16 years old 

Wilson had also begun  working small jobs which 

allowed him to meet a wide variety of people, 

many of whom influenced his future characters. 

After realizing that he wanted to become a writer, 

Wilson moved out of his motherôs house in 1965, 

found a job as a short order cook and eventually 

purchased his first typewriter. Wilson pursued 

writing for many years and in 1968 co-founded 

the Black Horizon Theater in his hometown with 

his friend Rob Penny and Wilsonôs first play,   

RECYCLING, was performed shortly after.     

During this time, Wilson also became interested 

in Malcolm X and the Black Power Movement. 

He was inspired by this  movement and used 

much of what he learned to write his plays. 

In 1978 Wilson moved to St. Paul, Minnesota to 

further his career as a playwright. He began   

writing educational scripts for the Science       

Museum of Minnesota and later received a      

fellowship for The Playwrightsô Center in        

Minneapolis after writing JITNEY. It was        

produced by the Allegheny Repertory Theatre in 

Pittsburgh in 1982. This 

same year, the artistic   

director of the Yale      

Repertory Theater, Lloyd 

Richards, discovered    

Wilsonôs MA RAINEYôS 

BLACK BOTTOM among 

the hundreds of scripts 

sent to him each year. 

While he noticed a few 

structural problems,  

Richards found it to be a 

exceptional and realized 

that it could have only 

come from a gifted writer. 

Richardsô discovery was what launched Wilsonôs 

career as a playwright. Richards and Wilson 

formed a close alliance, working together for the 

next eight years and collaborating on four of   

Wilsonôs plays: FENCES, JOE TURNERôS COME 

AND GONE, THE PIANO LESSON and TWO 

TRAINS RUNNING.  

Wilson left St. Paul in 1994 and moved to Seattle 

to continue writing plays. While in Seattle,      

Wilson did little other than writing, sometimes 

working on plays for over 12 hours a day. Wilson 

also developed a relationship with the Seattle 

Repertory Theatre, which produced many of his 

plays. He continued to write until 2005, when 

Wilson was diagnosed with liver cancer. Wilson 

died October 8, 2005, but his achievements    

continue to open doors to other African-

American playwrights. Many have been moved by 

his journey and his legacy lives on as theaters 

continue to produce his works and be inspired by 

his words. 
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POST-SHOW ACTIVITY: MA RAINEYôS BLACK BOTTOM contains quite a bit of adult language  

including profanity as well as the use of the N-word. Why do you think August Wilson would write a 

play with language like this? Do you think he was trying to represent the time period correctly? Do 

you think he uses this colorful language for a different reason? Discuss your ideas with your class. 
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This article was written by Dr. Lundeana Thomas, 

Professor and Director of the University of       

Louisvilleôs African-American Theatre program. It 

has been adapted and you can find the full article 

in the Actors Theatre of Louisville Study Guide for 

MA RAINEYôS BLACK BOTTOM.  

. . .In 1986, my friend and I mistakenly saw the play 

[MA RAINEYôS BLACK BOTTOM] on Broadway. 

While visiting New York from the University of 

Michigan, we were looking for a musical to see and 

on the marquee of the Cort Theatre, I saw Ma 

Raineyôs Black Bottom; so I told my friend it was a 

hot musical. You will understand my surprise once 

you see the show. After stopping for a snack, we 

began talking about the play. We loved the great 

actors in the play and aptly renamed it ñThe Boys in 

the BandòðJoe Seneca and Charles Dutton were 

marvelous in their performances. More                

importantly, we loved the story for what we learned 

and the reminisces of what we remembered from 

history and childhood experiences. 

In addition to the brilliant stories, we were amused 

by Wilsonôs colorful language, which includes an 

over indulgence of the N-word. Moreover, while 

some object, I do not. Having spent some time   

living in Chicago, I can say it is realistic. When   

others feel that they should have the same right to 

use that word since blacks use it, I do object. There 

is a sacredness of respect that should be enforced. 

Paul Farhi writing about Laura Schlessinger in the 

Washington Postôs August 18th article states, ñTo 

illustrate her claim of a racial double standard, she 

said that black comedians often use the N-word on 

TV without criticism, but the word is forbidden for 

white people.ò There is no double standard. Other 

ethnicities use derogatory words with each other. 

Moreover, if a person from another culture uses 

them they will be admonished or more by the other 

culture. I have never used those words in reference 

to these groups, for I know my place is to honor 

and respect the intimacy utilized by other cultures 

as they do or should do about the N-word.       

Therefore, others should not use the N-word in  

relation to African Americans. It is sacred.        

Moreover, there is no difference in Niggah or     

Nigger. Leave it aloneðyou do not have the same 

permission as August Wilson has. 

Wilson has the exceptional quality of getting,    

keeping and sustaining our attention. His other 

colorful language using curse words denotes a 

status hierarchy of emphasis. They are words that 

attract attention, engage the listeners, and many 

times demand a response. I remember a person 

saying that some blacks used curse words because 

their vocabulary is not as wide and they are looking 

for words that will have a major impact. I think 

Wilson has used them expressively and they are not 

overdone. These words do not diminish the prime 

objective but heighten the action of the play. 

Finally, here we are in the Bible belt with a play 

that blasphemes God. Surely, we are in danger of 

Hellôs fury. I think not again, it is realistic. Rather 

than be angry with Levee for cursing God, we 

should empathize with his plight. He does not 

know God, he cannot see or feel God because of the 

pain that has engulfed him. He cannot see his    

future or his victory because he is stuck in the    

ugliness or horridness of his past. Bad things can 

happen to good people, but good things are there if 

you choose to look. Levee did not know that God 

had already made plans for the men who had raped 

and killed his mother as well as injured him. If he 

could have believed that then maybe he would have 

been able to let the past go. Then he could have 

seen the good days ahead. Therein lies the irony of 

the Black Bottom. . . Believing you are on the     

Bottom while being black. . . 

LANGUAGE IN MA RAINEY 



THE CHARACTERS 

Ma Rainey Based on 

Gertrude ñMaò Rainey, an 

influential Blues singer from 

the 1920s. She is portrayed 

as an outspoken if not      

difficult artist who has no 

illusions that her white    

associates are only            

interested in her for the 

money. She is fiercely     

protective of her artistic   

integrity and personal       

interests. 

Mel Sturdyvant Owner 

of the Chicago South Side 

recording studio where the 

play is set. Mel is frustrated 

by Maôs behavior and is very 

vocal about it throughout 

the play. However, he 

knows that Maôs music is 

quite popular. Despite his 

complaints, he puts up 

with her to make money. 

Irvin Ma Raineyôs      

manager. Irvin acts as    

liaison between Mel and 

Ma Rainey. He tries to 

smooth over any problems 

that arise throughout the 

play to ensure that the     

record gets made. 

Cutler  Trombone and 

guitar player in Maôs band. 

A career musician, Cutler is 

the leader of the instrumentalists. He 

understands that Ma Rainey has the  

final word and is interested in          

maintaining the peace in order to get the 

job done. 

Slow Drag Bass player in Maôs band. 

He got his name by slow dancing for 

hours to win a contest. A professional 

musician in his mid -fifties, he has 

worked with Cutler for more than 20 

years. 

Toledo Piano player in Maôs band. A 

self-educated and literate member of the 

band, Toledo speaks eloquently about 

the black manôs experience at the time 

and tries to educate the other members 

of the band. 

Levee Young and arrogant, Levee is a 

talented trumpet player who considers 

himself an artist. His ambition to write 

his own music and make it big with his 

own band causes tension with the rest of 

the band. 

Sylvester Brown Ma Raineyôs         

20-something nephew. Ma wants him to 

do the introduction on the ñMa Raineyôs 

Black Bottomò record, but his stutter 

causes conflict with the rest of the band. 

Dussie Mae Ma Raineyôs young      
lesbian lover. Dussie Maeôs own          

ambition is evident in her willingness to 

entertain Leveeôs advances in the few 

moments when she is able to call          

attention to herself.  

Costume         

Rendering for 
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Costume Rendering 

for Toledo  

Costume           

Rendering for 

Slow Drag  

Costume        

Rendering for 
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Character information was written by the Education Staff at Actors Theatre of Louisville.  

POST-SHOW ACTIVITY:  Who do you think was the main character of MA RAINEYôS BLACK 

BOTTOM? Why? Is there a protagonist of this piece? An antagonist? Write down your ideas 

and share them with a small group. 
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