
	 	 	 	 	 	 It’s	not	the	money,		 	 	 	 	 		Irv.	You	know	I	couldn’t	sleep		 	 	 	 	 last	night?	This	business	is	bad		 	 	 		for	my	nerves.	My	wife	is	after	me	to	slow	down																							and	take	a	vacation.	Two	more	years		and	I’m	gonna	get																																					out…	get	into	something	respectable.	Textiles.	That’s	a	 																 	 respectable	business.	You	know	what	you	could	do	with	a			 				shipload	of	textiles	from	Ireland?	Everything	changing	all		 			the	time.	Even	the	air	you	breathing	change.	You	got,	monoxide,											hydrogen…	changing	all	the	time.	Skin	changing…	different																																	molecules	and	everything.			I	ain’t	like	you,	Cutler.	I	got	Talent!						Me	and	this	horn…	we’s	tight.	If	my	daddy	knowed	I	was	gonna	out					like	this,	he	would’ve	named	me	Gabriel.	I’m	gonna	get	me	a	band	and	make		me	some	records.	I	done	give	Mr.	Sturdyvant	some	of	my	songs	I	wrote	and	he	says	he’s	gonna	let	me	record	them	when	I	get	my	band	together.		I	just	gotta	finish	the	last	part	of	this	song.	And	Mr.	Sturdyvant	want	me	to	write	another	part	of	the	song.			Well,	until	you	get	your	own	band	where	you	can	play	what	you	want,	you	just	play	the	piece	and	stop	complaining.	I	told	you	when	you	came	on	here,	this	ain’t	none	of	them	hot	bands.	This	is	an	accompaniment	band.	You	play	Ma’s	music	when	you	here.		Cutler,	how	long	I			done	known	you?	How	long	we	been	together?	Twenty-two	years.	We	been				doing	this	together	for	twenty-two	years.	All	up	and	down	the	back				roads,	the	side	roads,	the	front	roads…	We	done	played	the	Juke	Joints,	the	whorehouses,	the	barn	dances,	and	city	sit-downs…	I	done	lied	for	you	and	lied	with	you…	We	done	laughed	together,	fought	together,	slept	in	the	same	bed	together,	done	sucked	on	the		same	titty…	and	now	you	don’t	wanna	give	me	no	reefer.	I’m	gonna	tell	you	something,	Irvin…	and	you	go	on	up	there	and	tell	Sturdyvant.	What	you	all	say	don’t	count	with	me.	You	understand?				Ma	listens	to	her	heart.	Ma	listens	to	the	voice	inside	her.	That’s	what					counts	with	Me.	Now,	you	carry	my	nephew	on	down	there…	tell	Cutler											he’s	gonna	do	the	voice	intro	on	that	“Black	Bottom”	song	and	that										Levee	ain’t	messing	up		my	song	with	none	of	his	music	shit.											Now,	if	that	don’t	set	right	with	you	and	Sturdyvant…	then												I	can	carry	my	black	bottom	on	back	down	South	to	my	tour,													‘cause	I	don’t	like	it	up	here	no	ways...	It’s													not	the	money,	Irv.	You	know	I	couldn’t	sleep																				last	night?	This	business		is	bad	for																				my	nerves.	My	wife	is	after	me	to	slow																						down	and	take					a	vacation.	Two	more																																	years								and	I’m		gonna	get																																		out…	get														into	something																																	respectable.												Textiles.																																			That’s	a	 									respectable																																business.	You											know	what																															you	could	do												with	a			 																					shipload	of														textiles	from																												Ireland?..	Everything				changing																										all	the	time.	Even									the	air																								you	breathing	change.							You	got,																							monoxide,	hydrogen…									changing																					all	the	time.	Skin														changing…																					different	molecules												and																					everything...			I	ain’t											like																					you,	Cutler.	I	got																Talent!																					Me	and	this	horn…															we’s	tight.																						If	my	daddy	knowed														I	was																				gonna	turn	out	
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leTTer from The ediTors
Dear PlayNotes Readers:

Welcome back to Portland Stage for the 2013-2014 season and another 
year of PlayNotes guides. Before going any further, we want to introduce 
the education staff who’ll be contributing to these pages in the coming 
year. Returning for another year as Education Manager and Editor-in-
Chief is Dan Burson. He’s joined this season by three new Directing & 
Dramaturgy interns—Nicholas Orvis, JJ Peeler, and Georgia Zildjian—as 
well as two new Education & Theater for Kids interns—Georgina Brown 
and Shannon Wade.

Leading off our 40th anniversary season, Portland Stage and PlayNotes are 
returning to the work of renowned American playwright August Wilson. 
Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom is part of Wilson’s Century Cycle of plays, a 
unique undertaking in American theater that chronicles the experience 
of African Americans across 10 decades (for more on the cycle, see the 
article on pp. 11-12). Of course, that means there’s a tremendous breadth 
of topics to write about, but for this guide we’ve tried to zoom in a little, 
with multiple articles in two core areas: African-American culture (pp. 14-
16 & pp. 23-24) and music history (pp. 18-19 & pp. 25-26). For a little 
background on the life of the real Ma Rainey on whom the play’s titular 
character is based, we’ve also added a profile on p. 13. 

The range of these articles is an important goal of the PlayNotes team, and 
you’ll see it displayed throughout the 2013-2014 season. In every issue, 
you’ll find our standard articles with background on the playwright and the 
play, plus articles in the “World of the Play” section dealing with the play’s 
setting and major themes. We hope you’ll also use PlayNotes to go deeper, 
exploring some of the larger ideas raised by the play in “Perspectives,” 
or reading interviews with people involved in the production to better 
understand Portland Stage’s approach to the text. New this season, 
we’re also creating a PlayNotes Podcast for each production, available for 
download on our website—the first one is up right now!—to give a less 
formal, audio introduction to each play and its themes.

To share any comments on PlayNotes, or for any questions you may have 
about our Education programs, you can always contact us at 774-1043 
ext.104 or dburson@portlandstage.org. We’d love to hear from you! 

Sincerely yours, 
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August Wilson’s work exists as an alternative to recorded 
history. Wilson works viscerally, and the accuracy of his 
historical plays blooms from this place of personal truth, 
as evidenced in his play Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom. The play 
is set in Chicago in 1927 during the course of a recording 
session for blues legend and diva Ma Rainey. The play 

opens on one of Ma’s recording sessions, and while she is 
the title character, most of the action of the play revolves 
around her session band: Cutler, Slow Drag, Toledo, and 
Levee. Through their conversations as they wait (and wait 
again) for Ma, the play explores the atrocities of Jim Crow 
via the band’s personal memories and stories.

It was Wilson’s artistic mission to reveal African-American 
history through his fictional accounts: over the course of 
his career, Wilson produced a play chronicling the black 
experience from every decade of the twentieth century. 
Often his approach to reinventing the historical canon 
implements nontraditional mediums such as music. 
Nowhere in the Cycle is Wilson’s use of music as a historical 
medium more evident than in Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom.  
The blues takes the lead in defining culture, personality, 
and personal history in this play. As Alan Nadel notes 
in May All Your Fences Have Gates: Essays on the Drama 
of August Wilson: ”The blues . . . comprise an alternative 
history encoding the African American experience ignored 
by official historical documentation.” Wilson claimed that 
he did no historical research for this play, other than listen 
to the blues. These recordings provided the structure for 
Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom—solos, riffs, scat, improvisation, 
dissonance, and silence.

The blues not only provides Wilson with a new historical 
framework but also is an outlet for the pain of exclusion 
from the traditional cannon, an avenue out of the relative 
invisibility of the early African-American experience. In 
Ma Rainey this history is explored through both traditional 
oral storytelling and the blues. The band members take 
turns telling stories, conjuring rich images of the atrocities 
of life as an African American in the United States circa 
the mid 20s. As they do this, their conversations take on 
the characteristics of blues music—long improvised solos 
are punctuated by quick rhythmic exchanges between the 
musicians. Indeed, while the music played in the studio 
is grounded in blues, the music played and discussed 

in the rehearsal room is improvisational and represents 
the burgeoning transition between blues and jazz in the  
late 1920s. 

While the play exists on two planes—the band room and 
the recording studio—these two worlds are unified by the 

shared frustrations, trepidations, and passions of their 
characters as expressed through blues. In this way, the blues 
is a character in and of itself, the vitality of which shapes 
the characters’ lives. For Levee, it is a driving force, an 
ambition, and a hope. For Ma it is a ticket to agency, but 
not always a reliable one. The characters’ perspective on the 
blues shapes their personality and the way in which they 
tell their stories, such as the steady, deep feeling of Slow 
Drag’s bass playing and the staccato and impatient nature of  
Levee’s improvisation. 

In Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, August Wilson calls us to 
bear witness to the unique historical record of his people 
through the blues. In presenting this record in the form of 
a play, he both humanizes and personalizes history and the 
black experience in America in a way we cannot disconnect 
from or tune out. In an interview for The Paris Review, 
Wilson said,   “I was, and remain, fascinated by the idea of 
an audience as a community of people who gather willingly 
to bear witness.” As long as history is recalled in such a 
compelling, visceral,  and unconventional way, we will 
continue to willingly bear witness, rendering the “losers” of 
history invisible no more.

abouT The Play

Whoopi Goldberg and Charles S. Dutton in the 2003 revival.

“If history were taught in the form of stories, it would never  
be forgotten.” –Rudyard Kipling
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foCus QuesTions

     • What happens to people who are left behind by the historical                
 record? What other ways exist to document their stories?

     • How does making and listening to music help us to understand 
 who we are as people?

     • How have race relations in the U.S. improved since the Jim Crow 
 laws of  the early 20th century were struck down? What aspects 
 of  race relations do we still need to work on as a society?

     • Is it more important to preserve onto traditions of  the past or to 
 blaze new ground and establish new traditions?

     • How is the value of  art measured? Should an artist change their 
 work to fit someone else’s idea of  what art should be? What if  it 
 was the difference between making money or not?

     • How does a person’s ancestral culture shape who they are in the present?

     • How do the values and tastes of  the majority culture (in this play,     
 white America) effect minorities? What different approaches can minorities 
 use to express their own culture?

     • Is it more important to have a good time in life while we can, or to 
 live a life that takes into account what we are leaving behind for 
 our children?

     • How do racial stereotypes affect the lives and opportunities of  
  those who are stereotyped? How do the same stereotypes affect 
 the people employing them?

     • Does music or art necessarily reflect the personality of  its creator? 
 If  not, what else should it reflect?
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August Wilson was born on April 27, 1945, in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, and named Frederick August Kittel after 
his German immigrant father. Wilson and his five 
siblings were raised by their mother, Daisy Wilson, in a 
cramped apartment in Pittsburgh’s Hill District, a poor 
neighborhood occupied mostly by blacks, Italians, and Jews.

Wilson’s father almost never lived with the family, and in 
the late  ’50s Daisy remarried and moved her family to 
Hazelwood, a predominantly white suburb of Pittsburgh. 
There they suffered constant discrimination both at school 
and at home, including having 
a brick thrown through their 
window. At the age of 15, 
Wilson had a confrontation 
with a teacher who refused 
to believe a black student 
could have written the paper 
Wilson had turned in, and he 
left school for good.

Wilson continued his 
education at the local public 
library, where he began to 
read the black authors who 
would have a major influence 
on his own writing: Langston 
Hughes, Ralph Ellison, and 
Richard Wright. But his 
desire to become a writer 
was at odds with his mother’s 
hopes that he would become 
a lawyer, and he left home 
and enlisted in the army in 
1962. After a year of service, 
he was discharged and began 
a string of menial jobs. In 
1965, after the death of his 
father, he changed his name 
to August Wilson, taking his 
mother’s maiden name. Four 
years later he married Brenda 
Burton, and they had a daughter, Sakina Ansari Wilson, 
the following year. The marriage only lasted three years, 
however, and Wilson got married again, in 1981, to Judy 
Oliver, whom he divorced in 1990.

Wilson began writing in 1965 and spent the first few years 
writing what he himself termed “obscure” poetry and short 
stories, some of which supplied ideas for future plays. It 
took Wilson several years before he began writing for the 
stage. In an interview with Suzan-Lori Parks for American 

Theater, he said, “I didn’t even know what a play was. I had 
only seen two plays in my life; I had not read Arthur Miller 
and Tennessee Williams; I had not read the literature of 
playwriting. I sat down and questioned whether I could do 
that. And I thought: ‘Yeah, man, do anything you want; do 
it your way.’ From the beginning I didn’t pay attention to 
any rules.”

Wilson soon began submitting his plays to the National 
Playwrights Conference at The O’Neill Theater Center, 
and was finally invited to participate in 1982. The play that 

won him this honor was Ma 
Rainey’s Black Bottom. It was 
on this project that Wilson 
met director Lloyd Richards, 
a frequent collaborator who 
would become his mentor, 
guide, and provocateur 
throughout Wilson’s career.

After the successful transfer 
of Ma Rainey to Broadway, 
Wilson continued writing 
plays his own way. After he 
had finished Joe Turner’s 
Come and Gone in 1984, 
he began to see his plays in 
the greater context of a ten-
play body of work. Over the 
space of almost thirty years, 
Wilson wrote a play for each 
decade of the 20th century, 
completing the epic Century 
Cycle in 2005. In these 
ten plays, he attempted to 
chronicle the many struggles 
faced by African Americans 
throughout the century.

Over his lifetime, Wilson’s 
historic cycle was honored 
with many awards, including 

a Pulitzer Prize for Fences in 1987 and another for The 
Piano Lesson in 1990. He also earned Tonys, Drama Desk 
awards, and New York Drama Critics’ Circle Awards, as 
well as being the first African-American playwright to have 
two plays running simultaneously on Broadway (Fences and 
Joe Turner’s Come and Gone in 1987).

As the first black playwright to win such accolades, Wilson 
was always vocal about the place of African-American 
work in the theater world. In a now infamous speech to the 

abouT augusT Wilson

Playwright August Wilson.
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Theater Communications Group in 1996, Wilson warned 
that black theater “is a target for cultural imperialists who 
seek to propagate their ideas about the world as the only 
valid ideas.” He explained that “white theaters” that add a 

play by a black writer every season or so in an attempt to 
diversify their audiences take funding and patrons away 
from “black theaters.” This speech sparked a huge debate 
in both black and white theaters across the country and 
was met with heated replies, many of which called Wilson 
a hypocrite; none of Wilson’s plays received their world 
premieres in “black theaters,” and the “white theaters” that 
he criticized were the very ones in which his career had 
been built.

Despite these criticisms, Wilson’s voice has always 
resonated with its own unique and resolutely African-
American style. The blues, featured heavily in Ma Rainey, 
were one of the most profound influences on Wilson’s 
canon. He often referred to himself as a “bluesman,” trying 
to “articulate the cultural response of Black Americans 
to the world in which they found themselves.” As he 
explored further, he found that the blues were rooted in 
an oral tradition of African-American history and myth 
that opposed the dominant white culture. In Paul Carter 
Harrison’s article titled “August Wilson’s Blues Poetics,” 
he adds that “Wilson charts the social disruptions of the 
‘blues matrix’ that lock his characters into a constant state 
of psychic and spiritual liminality as they struggle for 
existential definition.” Wilson’s playwriting also owes much 
to his background as a poet (Wilson has called poetry “the 
bedrock of [his] playwriting”), the oral traditions of the 
black Christian church, and traditional African storytelling 

(both include trickster types and choral figures embodying 
a collective history). All of these narrative tools combine 
to give Wilson’s work a magnificent richness of voice and  
depth of feeling.

In April of 2005, Wilson finally completed his ten-play 
cycle when Radio Golf premiered at the Yale Repertory 
Theatre. Two months later, he was diagnosed with liver 
cancer, and on October 2, 2005, August Wilson passed 
away at the age of 60. Shortly thereafter, the Virginia 
Theater was renamed the August Wilson Theater, making 
Wilson the first African-American playwright to have a 
Broadway theater bear his name. Wilson was survived by 
his third wife, Constanza Romero (whom he had married 
in 1994), their daughter, Azula Carmen, and his older 
daughter, Sakina. The popularity of his plays has continued 
unabated in regional, university, and community theaters. 
Such is their appeal that there is at least one production, if 

not several, of his plays being staged across the country at 
any given time.

Ted Pappas, currently producing artistic director of the 
Pittsburgh Public Theater, which has produced most of 
Wilson’s work, said rightly, after Wilson’s death: “August 
Wilson is one of the seminal figures of 20th-century 
dramatic art. When we speak of Eugene O’Neill, Tennessee 
Williams, and Arthur Miller, we will now add the name of 
August Wilson to that pantheon.”

“From the beginning I didn’t pay attention to any rules.”                
—August Wilson

A woodcut ofWilson’s native Hill District, in 1935.

The Broadway theater named for August Wilson.
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ProduCTion hisTory
August Wilson’s love of the blues was ingrained in him as a 
young man. The blues left an impression on him in his early 
twenties when he stumbled upon old Bessie Smith records 
in a St. Vincent DePaul second-hand store. These blues 
records fascinated the young writer; Wilson stated later 
that listening to them was “a birth, a baptism, a resurrection, 
and a redemption all rolled into one.” In 1976, Wilson 
began working on a play centered on the blues. This play, 
later to become Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, wouldn’t be fully 
produced for nearly a decade. 

The road to Ma Rainey’s production was a lengthy one. 
In the late 1970s, Rob Penny, a good friend of Wilson’s, 
encouraged him to submit some of his plays to The Eugene 
O’Neill Theatre Center National Playwrights Conference. 
Each summer 15 playwrights are offered a chance to develop 
and produce their work; more than 1,500 plays were 
rejected, as were five of Wilson’s consecutive submissions. 
In 1982, while Jitney was being produced at the Allegheny 
Repertory Theater in Pittsburgh, he submitted his sixth 
script to the Conference. The play that was accepted was 
his blues play, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom. The play was 
fully produced at the Yale Repertory Theatre that same 
year. This production was Wilson’s first collaboration with 
director Lloyd Richards, who would become a close friend 

and mentor to the playwright. The artistic partnership 
between the two men continued for six successive plays. 
Wilson credits this period as one of tremendous growth, 
commending the “many talented professionals, who, by their 
insights and provocations, have contributed to important 
changes in the texts.” The process Wilson encountered at 
the festival became his preferred method to develop his 
plays. The regional theater first run then gave him access 
to see how the play functioned with an audience before 
moving the production to larger stages, such as Broadway. 

Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom premiered on Broadway at the 
Cort Theater on October 11, 1984, directed by Lloyd 
Richards. Wilson dedicated the play to his mother, who 
had died four months before the Broadway production 
opened. The production starred Charles S. Dutton as 
Levee and Theresa Merritt as Ma. The play garnered 
overwhelmingly positive reviews for its examinations of 
race in America. Frank Rich of The New York Times said 
that the production maintained humor amongst “agony 
and rage in a spellbinding voice.” The production ran for 
276 performances, closing on June 9, 1985. The Broadway 
production of Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom received a Tony 
nomination and a New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award 
for Best American Play. Shortly after Ma Rainey, Wilson 
was awarded a Rockefeller Fellowship as well. Wilson is 
quoted in an interview with Vera Sheppard as saying Ma 
Rainey was his first successful play and breakthrough into 
the larger American theater landscape.

Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom had a Broadway revival directed 
by Marion McClinton that opened at the Royale Theater 
in February 2003 starring Whoopi Goldberg. Charles 
S. Dutton returned to play Levee and eventually stepped 
in as director due to McClinton’s hospitalization. Legal 
disputes over production rights haunted the revival and 
critics, such as John Heilpern, argued that this affected 
the performance. He observed the production seemed 
“under-rehearsed… and Ms. Goldberg’s singing isn’t up 
to the task.” The production closed after two months. 
Despite the unenthusiastic response to the revival, the 
reception of the text itself remained positive. Even in an 
unsteady performance, the power of the play resonated 
for Ben Brantley of The New York Times: “Mr. Wilson’s 
extraordinary gift is in finding the dramatic equivalent of 
such music . . . ineffable in ways beyond mere words.” To 
this day, Wilson’s voice in Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom endures 
in representing the African-American experience almost 
three decades later. 

Theresa Merritt in the 1984 Yale Rep production of Ma Rainey.
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When  August Wilson began to write the first version 
of Jitney in 1979, a play about a taxi company in 1970s 
Pittsburgh, he had no intention to begin a project that would 
not only consume him for the next 30 years, but would 
forever alter the landscape of black theater in America. In 
fact, Wilson claims that it was not until he completed Joe 
Turner’s Come and Gone in 1984 that he began to see his 
plays as part of a larger work. His goal became to write a 
play for each decade of the 20th century, chronicling the 
spirit, the lives, and the obstacles of African Americans. 
This series of plays came to be known as the Century Cycle, 
or the Pittsburgh Cycle. 

Wilson accomplished his goal when Radio Golf, set in the 
late 1990s, opened in 2005 shortly before Wilson’s death. 
All ten of the plays, with the exception of Ma Rainey’s Black 
Bottom, are set in the Hill District of Pittsburgh, of which 
Wilson was a native. Wilson decided not to focus on actual 
historical events in the cycle, or “the pathologies of the 
black community.” Instead, he endeavored to represent the 
fullness of the culture and the specifics of each family and 
character in historical settings.

Although the stories in the Century Cycle stand on their 
own as individual works, there are themes and characters 
that are constant throughout the cycle as a whole. One 
such notable character is Aunt Ester. Ester is said to be 322 
years old in Two Trains Running, written in 1990 and set 
in the 1960s. Deemed a “washer of souls,” she connects the 
spirit world to the current physical reality of the plays. She 
is a living presence of ancestry running through Wilson’s 
Cycle. When his characters face hardship, they turn to this 
spiritual comfort, embodied in Ester. Whether Aunt Ester 
is physically a character in the play, or just referenced, as 
she is in Radio Golf, she remains an anchor for the Cycle. 
Wilson himself said, “Aunt Ester has emerged for me as 
the most significant persona of the cycle. The characters, 
after all, are her children. The wisdom and tradition she 
embodies are valuable tools for the reconstruction of their 
personality and for dealing with a society in which the 
contradictions, over the decades, have grown more fierce, 
and for exposing all the places it is lacking in virtue.” 

One of the few white characters in the cycle, Rutherford 
Selig, also appears in multiple plays as a peddler and people 
finder. He embodies an important aspect of American 
history, as he is the grandson of a slave owner and son 
to a bounty hunter for runaway slaves.  Now, Selig finds 
former slaves for other former slaves wishing to reunite 
their families. Adding to the connections between plays, 
many of the characters in Seven Guitars (1995) appear 
again, 40 years later, in King Hedley II (1999). These inter-

play connections reveal themes of legacy. Wilson examines 
the significance of what we inherit from our predecessors: 
specifically, he inspects the heritage of our mistakes through 
multiple plays.

Another theme that emerges in the cycle is each character’s 
struggle to survive in a difficult and prejudiced American 
culture. Wilson often references slavery and the harsh 
conditions that African Americans experienced during the 
antebellum period. While none of the plays are set during 
this historical period, all deal with the struggle to climb out 
of the economic and societal obstacles slavery left behind. 
Wilson wrote in the preface to Seven Guitars, set in the 
1940s,  “Characters in the plays still place their faith in 
America’s willingness to live up to the meaning of her creed 
so as not to make a mockery of her ideals. It is this belief in 
America’s honor that allows them to pursue the American 
Dream even as it remains elusive.” The characters crave to 
“shout an affirmation of value,” Wilson says, in a society 
that refuses to hear them.

The presence of death also features prominently in all of the 
plays in Wilson’s cycle.  Seven Guitars, for instance, begins 
with a non-chronological scene of preparation for the 
funeral of the principal character. In Wilson’s plays, death 
functions as a violent inevitability, but also as a ceremonial 
passing of the torch. While sorrow surrounds death, 
death also represents the completion of a cycle and gives 
importance to the oral tradition. Without the immediacy of 
death, there would be less incentive to ensure that wisdom is 
not lost. Personal histories pass down through generations 

augusT Wilson’s CenTury CyCle

Denzel Washinton and Stephen McKinley Henderson in Fences 
on Broadway (2010).

Continued on the next page.
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The Century Cycle:

Jitney (1979)—set in 1970s

Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom (1982)—set in 1927

Fences (1983)—set in 1950s

Joe Turner’s Come and Gone (1984)—set in 1911

The Piano Lesson (1986)—set in 1936

Two Trains Running (1990)—set in 1969

Seven Guitars (1995)—set in 1948

King Hedley II (1999)—set in 1985

Gem of the Ocean (2003)—set in 1904 

Radio Golf (2005)—set in 1997 

Plays not included in the Cycle:

 Recycle (1973)

Black Bart and the Sacred Hills (1977)

Fullerton Street (1980) 

The Homecoming (1989)

The Coldest Day of the Year (1989)

How I Learned What I Learned (2002)

Plays By august Wilson

Patrick J. Sims, A. C. Smith, and Ronald Conner in Portland 
Stage’s production of The Piano Lesson (2007).

in the Cycle, linking the past to the present and future. Even 
in plays in which the audience does not witness a murder 
or funeral, death makes its presence known, as it does in 
The Piano Lesson, set in the ’30s, with the appearance of 
Sutter’s ghost.

The role of storytelling is another constant theme running 
through the Cycle. In Gem of the Ocean, set in 1904, Aunt 
Ester is reported to heal souls as a spiritual leader. When 
Citizen comes to her, he tells her his story and why he needs 
her aid. Aunt Ester then uses her own stories and ancient 
knowledge to send him on “adventures.” The exchange of 
their stories is the process through which Citizen is healed. 
Aunt Ester then passes down her story and “soul cleansing” 
to her protégé, Black Mary.  In Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, 
set in 1911, Bynam explains his search to find his identity 
through a story and introduces the idea of “finding your 
song.” This carrying of song and story drives the play’s action. 

In speaking about his objectives for writing such an epic work, 
Wilson explained that he “wanted to present the unique 
particulars of black American culture as the transformation 
of impulse and sensibility into codes of conduct and 
response, into cultural rituals that defined and celebrated 
ourselves as men and women of high purpose. I wanted to 
place this culture on stage in all its richness and fullness 
. . . through profound moments of our history in which the 
larger society has thought less of us than we have thought 
of ourselves.” With Wilson’s Century Cycle, he achieves 
his goal in creating a collection of plays that have brought 
the stories and culture of African Americans in the past 
century to a wider audience. Marion McClinton, director of 
several of Wilson’s Broadway productions, spoke about this 
widening, saying, “When theaters make money on August 
Wilson they might say, ‘Let’s do two [black plays] next year.’” 
Fellow African-American playwright Suzan-Lori Parks calls 
him “one of [her] literary heroes.” And though Wilson’s plays 

often deal with harsh realities and disappointing truths, 
Wilson manages to keep his characters, in his own words, 
“Pointed toward the future, their pockets lined with fresh 
hope and an abiding faith in their own abilities and their 
own heroics.”

The entire Century Cycle is currently being produced in 
a series of readings by WNYC, which began August 26, 
2013. Led by artistic director Ruben Santiago-Hudson, the 
goal of the series is to give live readings of the entire Cycle 
in the order in which the plays premiered. The readings are 
performed for a live audience at the Greene Space in New 
York City featuring over 60 actors, many of whom were 
members of the original casts of the plays. The readings 
are live-streamed on the venue’s website, but only the 
audio is being recorded for broadcast. Several members of 
Portland Stage’s production of Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom—
Harvy Blanks, Kevin T. Carroll, Ray Anthony Thomas, 
and director Jade King Carroll—are participating in 
these readings. 
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They called her “The Mother of the Blues,” “The Gold Neck 
Mama of Stageland,” or “The Paramount Wildcat.” To her 
fans, though, she was always “Ma” Rainey, a woman who 
brought the blues to life and never denied her roots.

The woman who would become one of the most iconic 
figures of the classic blues was 
born Gertrude Pridgett on April 
26, 1886, in Columbus, Georgia. 
Little is known about her early 
life, but by 1900 she had made her 
debut in the Bunch of Blackberries 
revue, and soon thereafter began to 
tour as a performer in the minstrel 
tent shows popular throughout  
the South. 

Life on the road could be difficult; 
it was unpleasant, and often 
unprofitable. But the training 
Pridgett received there made her 
far more than just a singer: she was 
a dancer and a gifted comedian, 
delighting audiences with jokes 
before launching into her songs. 
According to Pridgett’s own 
account, she first heard the blues 
around 1902, sung by a local girl 
in a town she was passing through. 
Enthralled, she quickly added the 
music to her own act as an encore. 

What had begun as a purely folksong tradition quickly 
became a performance sensation. Pridgett’s popularity 
increased rapidly, and she picked up the stage name Ma 
Rainey after her 1904 marriage to another performer, 
William “Pa” Rainey. The two eventually became known as 
the “Assassinators of the Blues,” and played to bigger and 
bigger crowds in tents and theaters, pulling in white and 
black audiences across the South. 

As Rainey’s popularity grew, so did her prestige, and in 
1923 she recorded her first record with Paramount at the 
age of 37. Her celebrity in the South was huge, and the lines 

between her real personality and her commercial image have 
blurred with time. The persona she projected was one of 
wealth, luxury, and a bossy, no-nonsense woman who could 
make demands and expect to have them met. She was open 
about her sexuality; she joked frequently onstage and in her 
songs about her taste for younger men. There is also strong 

evidence to suggest that Rainey was 
bisexual: she was arrested once in 
Chicago for hosting an “indecent 
party” with a number of young 
women, and in 1928 recorded 
the overtly lesbian “Prove It on  
Me Blues.” 

By the late 1920s, however, Rainey’s 
star had begun to wane, prompted 
partly by tastes shifting away from 
her older, tent show-style music. 
Though her popularity continued 
in the South, listeners elsewhere 
began to turn to jazzier performers 
such as “Empress of the Blues” 
Bessie Smith, who was Rainey’s 
close friend, and possibly student 
and lover. Rainey’s recording 
contract was terminated in 1928, 
and she returned to an already 
dwindling tour circuit. When 
Rainey’s sister died in 1935 she 
moved back to Columbus and 
retired from performance entirely.

Always a savvy businesswoman, Rainey maintained an 
interest in the industry after retirement, purchasing and 
managing two theaters. She also turned to religion in her 
later life, becoming involved in the church where her brother 
was a deacon. Her legacy faded into obscurity in the early 
’30s, and by the time she died in 1939, her death certificate 
listed her occupation as “housekeeping.” It was not until later 
in the century, around the time August Wilson was writing, 
that she enjoyed a renaissance, and began to be recognized 
as one of the greatest—and first—blueswomen of all time.

ma rainey: The Woman

Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, 1886-1939.

“All right boys, you seen the rest...now, I’m gonna show  
you the best!” —Sylvester, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom



World of the Play

14 Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom

“Jim Crow” were a series of white supremacist social practices 
existing in the United States, mainly in the conservative 
South, beginning in 1876 and not officially criminalized 
until 1965. Jim Crow made interactions between blacks and 
whites in almost any capacity a “crime.” Unfortunately, the 
historical record, while acknowledging the occurrence of 
Jim Crow, has little insight 
into the actual experience 
of those who were directly 
affected by it. August Wilson 
offers an “alternative form of 
history” in his exploration 
of Jim Crow through the 
blues in Ma Rainey. It is 
Wilson’s position that the 
blues has the same historical 
significance as a record when 
compared with the American  
historical canon.

The phrase “Jim Crow” 
originated with white 
minstrel performer Thomas Dartmouth Rice, whose most 
famous character was an African American named Jim 
Crow. One of Rice’s most popular acts was a song called 
“Jumping Jim Crow.” The name soon became shorthand to 
describe the segregation laws, as it was equivalent to the 
term “Negro.”  

What became known as Jim Crow laws were initially 
only a set of customs and social mores rampant in the 
post-reconstruction South. These mores were established 
without contest after the Whitehouse Compromise of 1877, 
which effectively ended the post-Civil War Reconstruction 
era, and thus the more progressive North’s grip over the 
South. The end of the era gave birth to a new one, the 
Democratic Party’s counterrevolution known as “Southern 
Redemption.” The goal of this movement was to completely 
and permanently return blacks to social and political 
disenfranchisement (pre-Civil War conditions), leading to 
the instatement of segregation and Jim Crow laws, and its 
insidious spread as a social custom codified it as law long 
before its actual legalization. While the travesties of Jim 
Crow are many, three “events” specifically codified Jim Crow 
as law: segregation, political disenfranchisement of African 
Americans, and the 1896 Louisiana Supreme Court case 
Plessey v. Ferguson. 

Segregation was the post-reconstruction social practice 
of separating whites and blacks in transportation, dining, 
schooling, and other services, mainly in the South, although 
not unheard of in the North. The theory behind segregation 
was to keep the races “separate but equal,” but the “equal” 
part of the equation was rarely—if ever—fulfilled. Some 

black citizens welcomed the 
proposition of segregation, 
believing that it could only be 
an improvement upon slavery 
and the social conditions 
of the antebellum South. 
Instead, segregation was 
several steps backward in 
the fight for equal civil rights 
for all citizens. Educational, 
housing and other facilities 
for blacks were often squalid 
and deficient. Sometimes 
there simply was no facility 
(restaurant, restroom, water 
fountain) available to black 

citizens. The Jim Crow laws were most publically enforced 
in the transportation industry: “Train and streetcar officials 
throughout the South were granted authentic police 
power for the sole purpose of overseeing and safeguarding  
Jim Crow.” 

The most pervasive and disturbing method of enforcing Jim 
Crow was the practice of lynching—that is, unlawful  hanging 
as a form of punishment for African Americans. An article 
published by the Public Broadcasting Company notes that 
while lynching practices had existed prior to the Civil War, 
they “gained momentum after the end of Reconstruction” 
and the removal of Union forces in the South. Furthermore, 
Reconstruction gave rise to the progression of economic 
success in the black community—a threatening thought 
to the white supremacists of the South. Almost 5,000 
African Americans were lynched in the late 19th and early  
20th centuries. 

While the social structure of the North was more 
progressive, the social status of black Americans in the 
North was still tenuous at best. Respect was awarded to 
those African Americans who had received an education, 
but not true equality. In the North, blacks were still second-
class citizens. Despite the fact that the North had fought 
for the emancipation of slaves in the Civil War, the Union 

Jim CroW and being  
blaCk in ameriCa

Nearly all aspects of life were segregated in the Jim Crow South.
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was mainly fighting to keep the United States unified, not 
so much for the civil equality of black citizens. Furthermore, 
the black population in the North was considerably lower 
than in the South. It can be inferred that rather than being 
simply socially progressive, the North regarded the blacks 
as a small, even insignificant presence, not a large pestilence. 
All this would soon change, as social conditions in the 
South continued to deteriorate for blacks after the end of 
Reconstruction.

The second great blow to newly “liberated” southern black 
society was the political disenfranchisement of blacks 
written into law shortly after the Whitehouse Compromise. 
Political disenfranchisement was attained through 
many flimsy means written into law, first and foremost a 
complicated set of rules governing citizens’ right to vote. 
One staggering example of the “success” of these laws can be 
seen in Louisiana, the first state to pass such laws: “Before 
the state of Louisiana changed its voting rules, 130,000 of 
its African Americans had been qualified to vote. After the 
change, only a few more than 5,000 blacks in that state were 
allowed to register.” Other restrictive factors surrounding 
voting rights included skewed literacy tests, impossible poll 
taxes, and exceptions doled out to illiterate or destitute 
white citizens. The most notable of these exceptions was 
called the “grandfather clause,” which stated that any citizen 
who was a descendant of someone who had voted before 
the laws were changed legally had the right to vote without 

passing a literacy test or paying a poll tax. The obvious 
problem with this was that no contemporary black citizen 
was descended from a free citizen. Added to the segregation 
practices that placed blacks in substandard facilities, this 
political disenfranchisement effectively excluded blacks 
from American society.  

However, Jim Crow practices were still not technically 
sanctioned by law. The separate car law in the South ensured 
separation between the races in transit, which many blacks 
felt was not only unconstitutional, but arbitrary in that the 
railroad administration was charged with enforcing it. In 
1896 the Citizen’s Committee to Test the Constitutionality 
of the Separate Car Law staged an experiment on June 7. The 
objective, as the name suggests, was to actively demonstrate 
the unconstitutional nature of prevailing Jim Crow customs.

Homer Plessy was the subject of the experiment. Born a free 
man in Louisiana in 1862, Plessy was officially considered 
to be 7/8 black, aa arbitrary distinction based primarily on 
his skin color and enforced by the reign of white supremacy, 
rather than his actual lineage. Plessy was recruited by the 
Committee to ride the commuter rail in Louisiana and 
attempt to ride in the “whites only” section of the car. While 
he could have easily “passed” for white, a crucial aspect of 
the experiment was that Plessy should reveal his lineage and 

The story of someone selling their soul to the devil has become a popular folk myth, and many of its roots lie in Chris-
tian interpretations of the Devil. The Bible details how Jesus and other figures were tempted, challenged, and tested by 
the Devil. These sections of the Bible were referenced heavily in Colonial America, where allegations of people who were 
possessed by or gave their soul to the Devil ran rampant. Salem, Massachusetts, was home to the most infamous out-
break of witch trials and burnings at the stake from 1692 to 1693. 

The Americanized story of selling one’s soul to the devil bears a number of similarities to the West African story of Leg-
ba. Legba is a vodun (spirit) who allows for a bridge between earthly and spiritual planes and is often honored at cross-
roads. While not inherently an ill-meaning deity, Legba is known as a trickster. There are many connections between 
blues musicians and Legba. For instance, musicians are play an  essential role in summoning the vodun and can easily be 

confused with the conjurer. 

Perhaps the most legendary account of a person selling their soul 
to the devil originated in the American South in the 1920s. Robert 
Johnson was a young black man who aspired to be a great blues musi-
cian. Other blues players, however, were known to laugh him off stage 
due to his lack of skill. Allegedly, Johnson took his guitar out at mid-
night to a crossroads near Dockery Plantation in Mississippi. There, a 
large black man came by, tuned Johnson’s guitar, played a song or two, 
and gave it back to him. Johnson returned to town and blew everyone 
away with his sudden technical and soulful mastery of the blues. 

selling your soul to the Devil

Continued on the next page.



World of the Play

16 Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom

subsequently refuse to move if asked. When he did reveal 
that he was not entirely white, he was asked to leave the car. 
Plessy refused and was subsequently arrested. In a Louisiana 
court the law was deemed constitutional, prompting Plessy 
and his team from the Citizen’s Committee to appeal the 
case, which eventually made its way to the Louisiana 
Supreme Court. In a seven to one vote, the Segregation Act 
was found constitutional, a severe blow to the entirety of the 
African-American community. This decision legitimized 
even unofficial Jim Crow practices, 
resulting in temporary stagnation 
in the fight for equality.

This devastating ruling prompted 
a large number of southern 
African Americans, known as the 
“Exodusters,” to leave the South, 
foreshadowing the great migration. 
The Exodusters migrated to Kansas 
in search of “free homesteads” on 
the frontier, but found that even in 
these isolated societies, Jim Crow 
was present. Some stayed, but many 
returned to the South.

The true exodus out of the South 
began around 1914, when the Great 
War halted the flow of European 
immigrants into the northern 
United States. The industrialized 
factories of the North were suddenly cut off from the cheap 
labor pool they had relied heavily upon. The North turned 
its attention to southern African Americans, who, by virtue 
of being largely poorly educated and economically depressed, 
provided the perfect new demographic from which to pull 
cheap labor. At the time, most southern blacks worked as 
sharecroppers or in agriculture, barely making enough money 
to live, all under deplorable physical and social conditions. 
The North, with its promise of steady wages and civil liberty, 
became the idealized “Promised Land,” and thus the Great 
Migration commenced. Between 1914 and 1918 roughly 
half a million African Americans left the South in search of 
opportunities in the North and West. Southern blacks had 
come to expect a higher quality of life upon resettling in the 
North. Even with its better reputation, as Jerrold M. Packard 
writes in his book American Nightmare, “Everywhere in the 
North, black Americans were [also] treated with contempt, 
denied basic civil liberties and subjected to lightning-
fast, white-instigated violence.” Packard goes on to write, 
“The changing demographics prompted by the great 
migration changed white Northerners’ perceptions of these 
communities’ racial equations, leading whites to see what 
had before been a ‘stable’ situation as now a ‘problem.’” Thus, 
the northern white opinion of African Americans began 

to shift for the worse. The migrant blacks were usually 
uneducated and their sheer numbers were seen as a threat 
to low-income white jobs. This resulted in an unfortunate 
increase in Jim Crow practices in the North. Despite the 
aforementioned hardships, Packard writes that ultimately 
the Great Migration “resulted in the start of a monumental 
reordering of America’s demography and, as a result, of its 
society, a realignment that would finally begin to change the 
destiny of America’s African descendants.” 

The catalyst to this change was 
the Harlem Renaissance, resultant 
of the Great Migration. Thomas 
C. Holt writes in his book 
Children of Fire, “The freedom 
and infrastructure of post-war 
northern cities provided the 
means and spaces for a renaissance 
in popular culture.” Indeed, 
despite the numerous hardships 
of transplanting to the North, 
black art flourished in urban 
settings, most notably in Harlem 
in Manhattan. In fact, Holt even 
proposes that the transplantation 
saved the blues culture, as 
evidenced in Ma Rainey. The blues 
tradition of singing about “trouble 
in mind,” was reflective of the pain 
of transplantation. Originally an 

old folk tradition, singing about trouble in mind reentered 
black popular culture during what author of How Free 
Is Free?  Leon F. Litwack identifies as “[a] generational 
transition from the rural South to the urban North.” 
Another generational transition reflected in the flood of art 
that came out of New York during the Harlem Renaissance 
was the tradition of oral storytelling and the largely literate 
generation’s transition into the written word. Holt notes that 
this tension could be considered “a source of creative energy” 
for the black community, and indeed it was. Blues music, like 
that of Ma Rainey, was rooted in the country and southern 
origins of black immigrants and thus provided a “common 
baseline” for the development of national black culture.

In Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom the reality of Jim Crow and 
the shifting African American culture is evident. As Ma 
adamantly holds on to her southern country roots, the pull 
of the new “citified” style of jazz is evident in Levee’s craving 
for faster tempos and more improvisation. Although jazz 
would eclipse blues in popularity in the coming years, blues 
are no less culturally significant today. The blues served as a 
record of culture, an outlet for the pain and suffering caused 
by Jim Crow, and a platform for the black American voice to 
be heard, even in such turbulent times.

Elizabeth Eckford entering Little Rock Central High 
School in 1957 as its first black student.
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ChiCago in The 1920s 
Chicago, Illinois. The 1920s. An infamous era and a notori-
ous city, the days of the Roaring Twenties are now recognized 
for their violence and corruption. Swarming with gangsters, 
bootleggers, jazz, and blues, life in Chicago was ruled by the 
influence of the mob-scene, black-market deals, and the sale 
of illegal alcohol.

The 1920s in Chicago were a time of 
huge social and political change and 
could be a dangerous affair for those 
mixed up with the wrong crowd. The 
Great Migration in the 1910s meant 
that for the first time in history, more 
Americans lived in the cities rather 
than in rural locations, and Chicago, 
as a major industrial city, saw boom-
ing economic growth and an influx of 
African-American workers moving 
north from the southern states. In 
the years leading up to 1920, around 
50,000 African Americans moved 
north, seeking a life with more equal-
ity. Chicago presented the opportu-
nity of a growing population, with a 
large African-American contingent. 
With the steady influx of migrant workers, a black commu-
nity formed on the city's South Side in what became known 
as the 'black belt', with most of the inhabitants working in the 
domestic trades.  Steadily over the decade, the total wealth 
of the U.S.A. doubled, sweeping many Americans into an 
unfamiliar, relatively affluent consumer society. There were 
a growing number of businesses and professional African 
Americans and with these new opportunities came the desire 
to have a good time, to spend the money being made—just 
like Levee with his Florsheim shoes. This attitude was not 
unusual for the younger generations of the ’20s. 

Transportation in Chicago presented a variety of opportuni-
ties to the city's inhabitants. Expanded train lines now linked 
the city with the rest of the U.S.A. while the number of cars 
in central Chicago quadrupled during the 1920s. Automo-
biles were available at lower prices than ever before, which 
gave Chicagoans, and Americans in general, more freedom 
than ever before. Musical instruments were also more readily 
available, the phonograph was becoming widespread, and 
dances like the charleston, the flea hop, and the black bottom 
were popular with young people. Women had been granted 
unprecedented freedoms in how they chose to live their lives: 
by 1920 all women had been granted the right to vote, and 
not only were they voting, they were working and participat-
ing in the new consumer lifestyle of the 1920s. The stereo-
typical image of the 1920s 'flapper' is a woman who is beauti-

ful, with short hair, short skirts, a fashionable cigarette, and 
using 'unladylike' language. Yet even with increased freedoms, 
the liberation of the 'flapper' women, and more disposable 
income, life was not easy for everyone, and Chicago was a city 
with a reputation.

The 18th Amendment was passed 
and put into action in January, 1920, 
meaning that Prohibition was in full 
force throughout the decade. Prohibi-
tion made the manufacture and sale 
of alcohol illegal but, in the eyes of 
the law, it was not forbidden to drink 
alcohol. The intentions behind this 
new law backfired, as it led to a rapid 
increase in the American crime rate 
due to the illegal trading that had 
sprung up to compensate for Prohibi-
tion. Chicago in particular was home 
to many lucrative businesses in the 
form of speakeasy bars, gambling 
dens, and other profitable sidelines 
for the bootleggers who supplied the 
alcohol. 1920s Chicago was domi-
nated by a gangster called Al Capone. 

Hailing from New York City and Italian in heritage, this 
ill-famed mobster was suspected in the St. Valentine's Day 
Massacre of 1929, in which seven members of a rival gang 
were shot dead over ownership of a truck full of imported 
alcohol. Organized crime was so rife throughout the city that 
the Chicago gangsters were sometimes presented as celebri-
ties. The Chicago Tribune's records show that “some of the 
dialogue from Prohibition-era crime stories read like a script 
of a gangster movie.”

The consumer society, the attitudes of people wanting to live 
in the moment, and the readiness at which products were 
available on the black market all meant that Chicago in the 
1920s was a city where you had to be constantly alert. An 
honest citizen could never be too sure if a gun-fight was go-
ing to break out around the next corner, or if their son would 
rise through the ranks to become a famous bootlegger. Shops 
on the main drags might look like vacant store fronts, but 
instead be a facade for underground dealings in moonshine 
liquor. In other words, though Chicago in the 1920s is a time 
that people today look on with nostalgia, as a place of ro-
manticized rivalry, it was in fact a risky, unpredictable place, 
though one that inspired talent, music, and pushed forward 
the U.S. economy.

Al Capone.
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The blues: hisTory, origins, 
sTyle, and sToryTelling

Johnny Shines, an American blues singer and guitarist, 
claimed, “The blues are not wrote. The blues are lived.” 
What better way to describe a music unlike anything 
anyone had ever heard before. The origins of the blues are 
unclear, yet one thing all critics agree on is the storytelling 
power of the music; the blues represent a people and  
a lifestyle.

Supposedly originating in the 
southern United States in the 
19th century, the blues evolved 
out of a form of protest music. 
The blues spread roots in many 
directions before reaching the 
sound we know today; as pre-
dominantly an African-American 
form, the first place to look for 
their beginnings would be in 
how Africans came to live in 
America. Although the slave trade 
was abolished in 1809, planta-
tion slavery continued until the 
American Civil War. Music, with 
strong influences still heard in the 
blues, can be traced right through 
this period. Fromthe day they left 
Africa, music played a part in the 
years of the slave trade; some slave ship owners encouraged 
the slaves they were transporting to sing and dance as a 
way to try and keep them healthy while living in cramped 
and squalid conditions. Upon reaching the United States, 
music was often allowed in slave communities. Some own-
ers encouraged music and dancing as a harmless diversion 
for slaves to entertain masters and mistresses, and although 
the theory was that a happy slave may have less cause to 
rebel, there was no way to control the content of the music 
being created. Many songs were work songs to sing in the 
fields to pass time as they worked, but other songs had an 
ulterior motive: the ability to pass secret messages between 
each other through rhythm and languages unknown to 
their owners. Southern slave labor produced plantations 
and farms with the largest work forces, so the majority 
of what we call blues music emerged from the southern 
United States.

Until the late 19th century the blues were not called the 
blues, and even at that time it was not clearly defined in the 
format we know now. There were common aspects which 

are often  still present in today's blues-influenced music 
that came from traditional African musical traits: the use 
of call and response, the flattening of the third and seventh 
notes of a scale, and the use of music as a functional sound, 
often with repetitive phrasing to encourage rhythm for 
working. Blues music is difficult to define because it has 

evolved so much over time. The 
blues is a form of music influenced 
by and incorporating a wide range 
of musical styles and techniques. 
It can express the longing for a 
better life, lost loves, lost jobs, lost 
income, or it could be an energetic 
dance music, used to celebrate 
success. The best way to define the 
blues is as a commentary on life, 
the reflection of the musician and 
the time in which they're living. 
The original blues songs were 
often for dancing, for working, 
for religious or personal expres-
sion, and for telling a story but 
not, at the beginning, art for art's 
sake. In the words of Joe 'King' 
Oliver, a band leader of the 1920s 
and mentor of Louis Armstrong, 
“When the world go wrong and I 

have got the blues, He's the man who makes me get on my 
dancing shoes.” 

Yet whatever similarities we can see between the early blues 
music and that of today, there are no recordings from the 
late 19th century when the blues became known as the 
blues. Recordings wouldn't come until the dawn of the 
20th century, led by advances in technology, the Great Mi-
gration, and even the music industry's realization that there 
was an untapped market out there ready to be exploited. 
The invention of the phonograph meant that it was pos-
sible to record music, while the expansion of the rail road, 
the new consumer society, and the lower prices of imports 
meant that it was easier than ever to acquire an instru-
ment and use it to make your living. For so long music had 
been the only form of passive resistance available to black 
people. By the 1920s, the blues music industry had started 
to boom with hotspots in some of the bigger, mid-western 
cities, especially those with large African-American popula-
tions such as Chicago and Detroit. February 14, 1920, 
set a milestone in blues history as the day Mamie Smith 

Bessie Smith, the “Empress of the Blues.”
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recorded “That Thing 
Called Love,” and “You 
Can't Keep a Good 
Man Down,” the first 
album recorded by 
a black singer. Over 
the next decade, black 
blues musicians were 
at the forefront of the 
music industry, led by 
artists such as Big Bill 
Broonzy, Blind Lemon 
Jefferson, and, of 
course, Ma Rainey.

As we see in Ma 
Rainey's Black Bottom, 
Sturdyvant and Irvin 
are well aware of the 
money they can make 
from having a presti-
gious singer like Ma 
on their books, but 

they also have to produce music that they know is going 
to appeal to the masses. In the 1920s, the music industry 
started to target the black community with meticulous 
precision. Music producers have to keep a close eye on their 
market and target audience, and the blues producers of the 
1920s knew the black community wanted to support the 
music their community was making. Neil Slaven tells us 
in his foreword to The Guinness Who's Who of Blues that 
in the early recording days of the 1900s “the blues made 
its public debut as a performance art that bared [sic] only 
a distant resemblance to the realities that it was meant to 
reflect.” The new consumer society was, true to the origins 
of blues, being reflected through music; people wanted 
their music to represent their new-found affluence and so 
the music continued to evolve. Popular music of the early 
1900s began to change and develop and by the 1930s the 
era of the big band had begun with new musical styles from 
the likes of Duke Ellington and Count Basie. 

Blues did not become extinct, however, but continued to 
be played and started to expand its influences throughout 
Europe. The blues started to experience booms in new 
forms; rhythm and blues became popular, as did a more 
electronic version of the style. Blues acted as a foundation 
for the birth of Rock ’n’ Roll starting with Bill Haley, who 
specialised in country-swing style but started to combine 
it with a rhythm and blues beat. Yet it was Elvis who really 
brought the blues-influenced rock ’n’ roll to the forefront 
of peoples’ attention. Elvis’ unique brand of rockabilly, a 
blues-oriented approach to country music, became ex-
tremely popular. ‘The King’ called himself a huge fan of 

rhythm and blues, and, in fact, his first five records all had 
an R&B song on the second side. By the 1960s, blues had 
spread far enough that white, British bands such as The 
Rolling Stones, The Animals, and the Pretty Things were 
all playing their own versions of the blues and citing early 
American influences to their music. Constantly evolving 
over time, the blues were spreading across the globe.

Today, the blues are still being played worldwide. Many 
contemporary artists continue to acknowledge the blues as 
an influence, including The Black Keys, Jack White of The 
White Stripes, John Mayer and even The Red Hot Chili 
Peppers. In the words of J.B. Hutto, “The blues will never 
die because it’s the original thing. It’s coming back up from 
where they tried to stomp it down; it’s coming back up 
again and it’s going to get better. Blues will be blues until 
the world ends.”

Robert Johnson, in one of the most 
famous photographs of a blues musician.

“Hear Me Talkin’ To You” - Ma Rainey

“Prove It On Me Blues”  - Ma Rainey

“Moonshine Blues”  - Bessie Smith

“A Good Man is Hard to Find” - Bessie Smith

“Mississippi Goddamn”  - Nina Simone

“Trouble In Mind” - Nina Simone

“Strange Fruit” - Billie Holiday

“Tell Mama” - Etta James

“Try (Just a Little Bit Harder)” - Janis Joplin

“Cross Roads Blues” - Robert Johnson

“Me and the Devil Blues” - Robert Johnson

“Crazy Blues” - Mamie Smith 

“Hoochie Coochie Man” - Muddy Waters

“You Know I’m No Good” - Amy Winehouse

“Back to Black” - Amy Winehouse

Blues Playlist 
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The state of Maine is known throughout the country for many things, but one thing it is not well-known for is its diversity. 
The 2010 U.S. Census data on the demographics of Maine show that the state’s total population is 95.2% white and only 
1.2% black. Portland fares better than the whole state in terms of racial makeup, but is still 85.0% white and only 7.1% black. 
People of other ethnicities make up an even lower percentage of the population. 

Historically, though, Portland has had plenty of prominent black men and women who called the city home. One such man 
was Christopher Christian “Chris” Manuel (1782-1845), who immigrated to the U.S. from Cape Verde in the early 1800s 
and opened a barbershop where the city’s high-profile figures met for haircuts and to swap information. Manuel started 
Maine’s first brass band and was also the first president of the Portland Union Anti-Slavery Society. Another well-known 
African American in Portland was Manuel’s brother-in-law, Reuben Ruby (1798-1878). Ruby was considered by many to be 
Portland’s main African-American Underground Railroad conductor. He co-founded the Maine Anti-Slavery Society, served 
as a leader in the antislavery movement in New York City, and was deeply involved in the abolitionist press and first black 
newspaper. More recently, Gerald E. Talbot (b. 1931) was a prominent civil rights leader and legislative figure in Portland. 
He served as president of the Portland branch of the NAACP from 1964-66, 1970-71, and again from 1978-80. Talbot was 
also the first black person elected to the Maine State Legislature. Jill Duson (b. 1954) was both the first black woman elected 
a public office in Portland and the first to become mayor of Portland from 2004-2005. She currently serves as an At-Large 
Councilor for the city. 

Despite their small demographic percentage, many people of color do make their homes throughout Southern Maine and 
have a wide array of perspectives on what living here is like. Through conversations in the community,  PlayNotes got to hear 
the experiences of black individuals living in one of America’s least diverse states. It is important to note that the stories and 
opinions expressed below are those of two individuals, and do not speak for everyone. 

We first sat down with Oscar Mokeme at the Museum of African Culture in Portland, where he is the Director. One of the 
first things we discussed was Maine’s reputation as one of the whitest states in the country. 

Oscar Mokeme: “Whitest” is the wrong term. I’ve never seen someone this color [holds up a piece of paper] or a “black” 
person the color of my shoe. You could say that this is the land of Caucasian people. People are curious about these new 
people [black people], so they stare – not necessarily out of racism or things like that but because they are seeing someone 
who is so different than they are. That’s a human reaction to change. When someone is rude or unkind to me I don’t take it as 

they’re being racist. They obviously have some issues inside them that they haven’t 
worked out and that’s on them, not on me. But as an African person living here, all 
I’ve experienced is kindness and friendship.

PN: How is your experience living in Maine different than your experience living 
in Nigeria, or other places that you’ve been?

OM: Based on living in Nigeria and Maine, the change is the weather. Not that I 
mind the cold, I actually love the cold so much because it creates the opportunity 
to try different things. 

PN: How do you think raising your children here is different than if you raised 
them in Nigeria or other places you’ve lived?

OM: I’m an African from a very traditional African upbringing . . . I kind of exist 
in two worlds. So raising my children here is a bit challenging. At times I want to 
instill traditional values, but the pop culture is different from what I am trying to do. 
I don’t look at my children as Africans or Nigerians because they’re not. They were 
born here and raised here and don’t talk like Africans or understand the language as 

CommuniTy ConneCTions:  
afriCan-ameriCan exPerienCes in PorTland

Oscar Mokeme, Director of the Museum 
of African Culture.
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much as I try to teach them . . . They struggle to understand my world and their world. They feel like they need to please me, 
to contend with my tradition. So I have to find different ways to…find the balance and to have fun with it all.

PN: What are some ways that people of privilege or people who are different can be allies to African Americans?

OM: It’s about understanding . . . these people are different, therefore their frame of reference may be distorted because of 
history, of the past. When we’re feeling different challenges, at times we make ourselves victims. “Oh, I couldn’t get a job 
because I’m black, I couldn’t do this because I’m white, I couldn’t do that because I’m Jewish.” I think when you go beyond that 
illusion, different opportunities and doors open. But when we’re stagnant and stuck in this place of victim mentality there’s 
no growth. If you attend different programs that are hosted by people of different traditions who live here, you may be able to 
open your heart and mind to understanding the traditions. 

PlayNotes also talked with Shay Stewart-Bouley, diversity columnist for The Portland Phoenix and blogger at “Black Girl 
in Maine.”

PN: How have your experiences as a person of color in Maine differed from the place(s) you lived before?

SS: I am a Chicago native; Chicago has one of the largest black populations in the U.S. as well as other sizable communities 
of color. One of the first things that I noticed when I moved here in 2002 was the complete lack of diversity. In Maine, my 
Blackness is always front and center...many people in this state have little real life experience with non-white people and it 
often makes for strained and awkward experiences. Compared to my former life, it was and continues to be mind blowing  
to me.

PN: Do you think raising your children in Maine gives them a different experience than if you lived somewhere else?

SS: Absolutely. My eldest is a 21 year-old college senior (in the Midwest) and he has had to unlearn and learn things about 
himself as a young man of color because in many ways Maine did not prepare him with what he needed . . . My son loves Maine 
but also feels it can be a very limiting place for people of color. My other child is still pretty young but at 8, we are seeing the 
limitations of raising a kid of color in a state like Maine. My son was not born here and he spent the early years in the Midwest 
so he had exposure to people of color early on. My daughter, though, was born here and 99% of the time, she inhabits spaces 
where she is the only kid of color . . . Maine may be a great place to raise a family but for kids of color, it comes at the loss of their  
cultural identity.

PN: How can people of privilege be allies to the black community?

SS: I don’t know that it is possible because most people of privilege haven’t unpacked their own suitcase of issues around 
issues of race. Often times people of privilege striving to be allies cause more harm than good, because too often that help 
feels superficial.

PN: Why do you think there is so little racial diversity in Maine?

SS: Maine itself is a pretty insular community with little in the way of industry. 
Most Black Americans during the Great Migration left the south and went to 
urban centers with industries . . . there is not much that recommends Maine, 
and it is also geographically limited. I think though that when people of color 
do come here, the reality of life is hard . . . I admit that after 11 years, I am 
thinking more myself of leaving the state as well. It’s hard to make a home in 
a state where it feels like you will never be accepted as anything more than the  
“Black” person.

PN: How do you think the state government is doing addressing Maine’s lack 
of diversity?

SS: I doubt there is anything the state can do that will attract a diverse array of 
people with our current leader in office. Seriously, I am not sure that the state 
should be working on racial and ethnic diversity; if we had diverse industries in 
this state that paid well, diversity may naturally happen.

Shay Stewart-Bouley, diversity columnist for 
The Portland Phoenix.
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Jade King Carroll is a freelance director and dramaturg based in the New York area. 
She has developed works by playwrights such as Kia Corthron, Ruben Santiago-Hudson, 
and James McManus. Some of her favorite credits include Seven Guitars (People’s Light 
and Theatre & Point Park University); King Hedley II (Portland Playhouse); Radio 
Golf (Penn State); A Raisin In The Sun ( Juilliard & Perseverance); Cherry Smoke 
(Theatre Row); The Basset Table (Adelphi). In 2010 Jade was presented with the Paul 
Green Award for Outstanding Emerging Theatre Professional from the National Theatre 
Conference and The Estate of August Wilson. Jade is also serving as dramaturg for the 
entire August Wilson Twentieth Century Cycle for NYPR.

PlayNotes: What do you hope will be the impact of this play on Portland audiences?

Jade King Carroll: I know that Portland audiences already have a relationship with 
August Wilson—the theater having produced two Wilson shows previously—so I 
hope it will add to the conversation and, like any good play, allow conversations that 
might not have happened without this play to take place. I also think it’s an interesting 
glimpse into what it is to be an African American entertainer, what it is to be a musician, 
and a glimpse of what a life on the stage is. The play is historically wonderful, and the 
music of the play, not just the blues but the language, is always a treat when it comes to 
August Wilson. I hope it sparks conversations that wouldn’t have happened otherwise.

PN: What attracts you most about August Wilson’s style of storytelling?

JKC:The truth in the plays really resonates for me. The musicality in the language, the poetry—and yet the people are so 
true. I know these people! There’s usually something that happens in Wilson’s plays that is larger than life, but at the same 
time so grounded in the reality of every day. His plays show us these people that we don’t necessarily think about, and shows 
us their royalty and their reality. He shows us what they bring to the world at large as well as their quiet moments. Every 
August Wilson play is its own song, with its own arias and solos. As an artist picking out a play, I appreciate the poetry of 
the language, because basically what I do is translate what’s on the page to the stage, so the language is really important. It’s 
also great to work on these plays because they are ensemble pieces, so they don’t encourage ego— it’s wonderful to walk into 
a room and you’re all in it together. You’re all singing the same song, and the goal is the play. So the process becomes selfless 
in its storytelling and the shared poetry is beautiful.

PN: You’ve worked previously on many other plays in the Century Cycle before (including this one!); how does this 
particular play resonate for you? 

JKC: I’ve always loved the blues. My father was a jazz musician, so I grew up surrounded by musicians, and my mom is a 
poet, so there’s a marriage in August Wilson that’s personally familiar to me. I so enjoy period pieces, things that happened 
before my time, so I can figure out what the world was and what’s important to it. It’s no mistake that Ma Rainey is set right 
before the Great Flood, during prohibition, right after the Great Migration—a really ripe time in history to be in Chicago, 
and to be an African-American recording artist. Even as a little girl I loved the bawdy blues—Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith 
and Billie Holiday. I loved it before I even understood what it was. It’s the storytelling that really appeals to me: Ma Rainey 
was a storyteller and a performer, and this play is telling a story through performance too.

PN: Could you talk about the use of blues in this play? How does Wilson use it and why is it important?

JKC: August had his four main influences, what he called his four Bs:  Amiri Baraka, Jorge Luis Borges, Romare Bearden 
and the blues—and I think the most tangible influence in all of his work is the blues, at least for me personally because 
I grew up with music. In this play and in Seven Guitars, the blues influence is most palpable because you’re dealing with 
musicians and a band. The blues is in the rhythms of the language that the characters themselves speak. The blues has 
things in threes: you have those 12 bars, and you go back and repeat on the theme, or you start saying something, and go 
around before you get back to say what you were saying. Wilson is a bluesman, but he tells these stories through plays rather 
than through songs.

inTervieW WiTh The direCTor

Director Jade King Carroll
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The history of blacks in sanctioned public performance in 
America is relatively new. African-American performers 
were rarely seen on stage before the 1840s. Scholar 

Fitzhugh Brundage argues that 
black identity was popularized 
by white performers instead of 
blacks, as white actors “blacking 
up to imitate black characters had 
been regular practice for decades.  
. . . On American stages, black 
actors were not allowed to perform 
in white theatrical productions.” 
Therefore, African Americans 
could not themselves create 
their own representations in 
popular culture. After slavery was 
abolished, however, black actors 
were seen with more regularity on 

the stage. Minstrelsy’s inclusion of black performers led to 
an increase in popularity after the mid-19th century. Both 
black and white actors painted their faces with dark paint. 
This makeup was used to exaggerate and lampoon black 

features and culture. This practice, known as “blackface,” 
was commonly seen in theater, film, and television even into 
the 20th century. In a recent study of modern stereotypes 
of blacks, David Pilgrim explains, “Blacks were consistently 
described as ‘superstitious,’ ‘happy-go-lucky,’ and ‘lazy.’” The 
stereotypes created in minstrel shows, such as “Mammy,” 
“Coon,” and “Uncle Tom,” continue to appear in modern 
portrayals of African Americans. 

When black performers began participating in minstrelsy, 
especially after the American Civil War, the musical and 
oral traditions of African Americans gained visibility. 
Black performers would often have solo sections in which 
they would perform self-written music. “Negro Music,” as 
it was called, was being distributed on a larger scale and 
gaining popularity alongside minstrelsy. This “Negro Music” 
used established genres and infused them with traditional 
African rhythms and techniques. Peretti argues that these 
techniques were the seeds of the new genre of Ragtime that  

blaCk idenTiTy in PerformanCe: 
The legaCy of minsTrelsy

Continued on the next page.

Promtional Poster for William H. West’s Big Minstrel Jubilee 
in the late 19th century. 

From slaves performing on plantations to modern media, 
black identity has a complex lineage in performance layered 
with oppression, stereotypes, and exploitation. With the 
abolition of slavery in 1865, blacks 
in America began to experience 
increased civil freedoms. However, 
abolishing the legal practice 
of slavery did not alleviate the 
racism many Americans still 
possessed, as August Wilson 
argues in the preface to his play 
King Hedley II (1999): “[African 
Americans] were granted status 
in law and denied it in practice.” 
Economic mobility for blacks 
was greatly limited by the racist 
views America still maintained. 
The introduction of Jim Crow 
laws in the late 19th century legally restricted mobility and 
access to the social benefits of freedom for many newly  
freed blacks. 

After abolition, former slaves now found themselves having 
to find paid work. Their options for employment were 
narrow. This resulted in many African Americans turning to 
manual laborer jobs and sharecropping, because the society 
at large still viewed blacks as suited only for the lowest-
paying occupations. Blacks who turned to performance as 
a form of income found little opportunity for paid work 
outside of minstrel shows, the most lucrative option.

Minstrelsy is defined by Burton Peretti as “dedicated to the 
grotesque parody of black speech, song, and dance” through 
performance. August Wilson draws connections from 
slavery to the entertainment of largely white audiences as 
well as their own, more private, expression: “Summoned to 
the ‘big house’ to entertain the slave owner and his guests, the 
slave began a tradition of theatre as entertainment for whites 
. . . [The] second tradition occurred when the African in the 
confines of the slave quarters sought to invest his spirit with 
the strength of his ancestors by conceiving his art.”

“African Americans were granted status in law and denied it  
in practice.” —August Wilson
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arose in the 1890s. He asserts that Ragtime used modes 
established in minstrelsy such as “syncopation . . . [and] 
emphasis on notes off of the main beat.” As the popularity 
of Ragtime grew, Susan Curtis contends, “white artists, 
performers, and publishers jumped on the 
bandwagon and took credit for crafting the 
quintessential American popular music.” 
The erasure of black authorship in Ragtime 
is reminiscent of white artists’ continued 
appropriation of black culture into the 20th 
century.

Ongoing racism in the 20th century for the 
most part ensured that any art or culture 
created by blacks was by default “low culture.” 
W. Fitzhugh Brundage outlines “low 
culture” as “uninhibited, crude, and simple” 
and “the unfortunate creation of inferior 
and darker ‘races.’”  This devaluing of black 
art and performance participated in the further devaluing of 
black culture in general; we can see this idea in Ma Rainey’s 
Black Bottom when it becomes clear that Ma is at the mercy 
of her white manager and producer. She compares Irvin to a 
“pimp” and herself a “whore.” Further exemplifying this idea 
of devaluing black artists is the fact that the historical Ma 
Rainey was known to have made significantly less for her 
work than her white contemporaries. 

Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom is set in 1927, but written 
in 1982. The fact that the play is still relevant suggests 
America has not solved the problems of African-American 
representations in popular culture. Stereotypes derived from 
minstrelsy still appear in American contemporary media 
and literature. While we see these in decreasing frequency, 
newer stereotypes have 
arrived in depictions 
of African Americans. 
Sociologist Matthew Hughey 
argues that minstrelsy stock 
characters began to decline in 
mainstream popular culture 
in the 1950s as “a response to 
demands for more ‘positive’ 
characters.”  More “positive” 
stereotypes began to be seen, 
such as the “Ebony Saint” and 
the “Magical Negro.” Hughey 
outlines the “Magical Negro” as a “lower class, uneducated 
black person who possesses supernatural or magical powers 
. . . [to] transform disheveled, uncultured, lost, or broken 
whites.” This trope appears in films such as The Green Mile, 
The Matrix, and Bruce Almighty. Hughey further argues 
these characterizations represent a type of “New Racism.” 
The argument being made is that a positive stereotype 

is still a stereotype, and therefore racist. Any stereotype 
imposed upon a group founded on supposed collective racial 
traits, even if those traits are positive, is harmful. “Positive” 
stereotypes do not give equal expression to the characters 

embodying them. The “Magical Negro” 
does not place the African-American 
character at the center, but leaves her in the 
shadowy, mysterious margins. Furthering 
the pattern of oppression, these “positive” 
stereotypes are only allowed when they do 
not threaten established power dynamics. 
Modern representations of blacks, Hughey 
continues, “[protect] de facto racism 
through the patterned combination of white 
normativity and antiblack stereotypes.” 

While “positive” stereotypes may seem 
like forward progression toward equal 
representation, the “Magical Negro” has not 

entirely replaced negative stereotypes. There continue to be 
characterizations resembling minstrel leftovers in popular 
film and television, such as Neicy Nash of Clean House, 
Eddie Murphy’s The Nutty Professor, and the film B*A*P*S. 
Rather, these new stereotypes, such as the “Magical 
Negro,” add to our culture’s incomplete picture of black 
identity. This so-called “New Racism” doesn’t give more 
representative and accurate portrayals of blacks in America. 
Instead, Hughey claims, it “supports the social order while 
seemingly challenging the racial inequality constitutive of  
that order.” 

The problematic power dynamics between blacks and whites 
present in in these “positive” caricatures are reminiscent 
of those in minstrelsy. Black performers continue to be 

forced to portray characters 
that reinforce acceptable 
stereotypes, leaving the 
dominant majority safely 
in control. Black characters 
in America are still rarely 
composed with dignity and 
respect, and many portrayals 
continue to mock, lampoon, 
and degrade African 
Americans, such as Samuel L. 
Jackson’s character in Snakes 
on a Plane. Wilson’s tale of 

a blues band in a 1920s recording studio, however, is an 
answer to the limited expression blacks have been afforded. 
It expresses an alternative approach of black characterization 
in a society that begs for more thorough explorations of the 
African-American identity. 

Al Jolson in The Jazz Singer 
(1927).

Tom Hanks and Michael Clarke Duncan in The 
Green Mile. (1999).
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The Creation of the  
Modern Diva

Continued on the next page.

Before there was Janis Joplin and Nina Simone, before there 
was Ella Fitzgerald and even before there was Bessie Smith, 
there was Gertrude “Ma” Rainey. While some scholars call 
Bessie Smith the mother of the blues, this is inaccurate. The 
mother of the blues was Ma. Maybe Bessie was its aunt. 
The reasoning for bestowing this title on Ma is not simply 
because she came first, but because she was a key player 
in bringing blues into the mainstream. At the age of 14, 
Ma began to integrate songs into her repertoire that were 
rooted in the truth and pain of the black experience, rather 
than satirizing it. In her book Black Pearls, Daphne Duval 
Harrison writes: “Unlike [the] comedy, acrobatic, or dance 
routines [of vaudeville], the blues singers brought a reality 
to the stage that struck a responsive chord in the hearts  
of listeners.” 

Ma Rainey’s courage to sing the truth concerning the plight 
of her race was revolutionary. As her popularity grew, her 
tour circuit widened. In Ma’s time, to be a black performer 
was a catch-22: while the entertainment industry was one of 
the only semi-lucrative jobs available to African Americans, 
wages were low and risks were high. Says Harrison: 
“Performers were haunted with fears of being dragged from 
the theatre.” With Jim Crow regulations firmly in place in 
post-confederate states, kidnap, assault and even death 
were legitimate fears of traveling black performers. Ma’s 
determination and success was exemplary of the bravery 
of the performers in continuing to sing the blues, chiefly 
because the blues alluded heavily to the socio-cultural 
injustices blacks experienced and was often provocative to 
white audiences.

Ma Rainey paved the way for the popularity of the blues, 
as well as the careers of the blues women who followed. In 
Ma’s time, the blues was transplanted from New Orleans 
and the South to Chicago and the North. The blues 

culture, rooted firmly in 
the agrarian, hardscrabble, 
post-slavery experiences of 
Southern blacks was now 
in the collective cultural 
awareness of the country. 
As August Wilson has 
often proposed, the blues 
and blues culture provided 
a record of the black 
experience in America at a 
time when the culture was 
not considered worthy of 
recording. Ma’s popularity 
shed light on the black 
experience in America, a demographic whose true experience 
had been virtually invisible until then.

Buzzy Jackson, author of A Bad Woman Feeling Good, 
asserts that Ma Rainey set a precedent as a stubborn, 
wild, and self-assured woman for the performers who 
followed her.  Indeed, the stereotypical “diva” persona, 
prominent in blues culture as we know it, has its roots in 
Ma’s innovative stage personality. Jackson explains that 
Ma “broadened the scope of available subject matter for 
women performers by transitioning from exclusively 
minstrelsy to mass media and studio recording.” Ma was 
an all-around performer, her style distinct in several ways. 
Ma united country blues style with vaudeville tradition—
she didn’t simply perform her set, she engaged with her 
audience, telling jokes and incorporating the bravado of  
vaudeville skits. 

More pertinent to the cultivation of the “diva” culture 
was a character of Ma’s own invention. Jackson writes: 
“[A] frequent onstage persona she adopted was that of a 
righteous, demanding lover.” This characteristic provides the 
backbone for the diva persona: she is demanding, sassy, self-
possessed—a force to be reckoned with. These elements can 
be observed in the long lineage of music divas from Nina 
Simone to Missy Eliot.  

Some have argued that Ma’s success was due to her 
ability to “fill a niche” in the “race market” of the 1920s  
music industry. While it cannot be disputed that Ma’s 
race figured in her image, it was her empowerment, 
conviction, and bravery that made her a successful artist.  

Billie Holiday. 

Ma Rainey and her band (1923).



Perspectives

26 Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom

Black and white artists and fans alike were in awe of this 
powerhouse of a woman. In fact, Harrison notes that white 
artists such as Sophie Tucker and Blossom Seeley copied the 
blues styles and tropes of popular African-American artists 
like Ma in an effort to appeal to the blues craze.

Perhaps the most revolutionary aspect of Ma’s persona, 
however, was her bisexuality. Ma was openly bisexual in 
an era where this was decidedly taboo, no matter who you 
were. Demonstrating the same bravery as when she sang 
about black oppression, Ma became the first blues artist 
to record a love song about a member of the same sex. Her 
songs such as “Prove it on Me” and “Shave ‘em Dry” are 
examples of her bisexuality, both also amongst her most  
popular recordings. 

There was a negative aspect to Ma Rainey’s public sexual 
exploration however, that contributed a crucial element to 
the blues diva personality.  Despite defying sexual norms and 
boundaries, Ma also craved acceptance and praise, which 
contributed to the insecure root of the diva persona that 
begs for attention and love. Despite pioneering the role of the 
independent woman, there was a soft and vulnerable side to 
Ma and the blues diva.  With their raw expression of human 
emotion, Angela Davis asserts in her book Blues Legacies 
and Black Feminism, “the blues women expressed reality and 
enhanced the emotional impact of their experiences through 
the satire, irony and drama of their individual performance 
styles.” Thus, even in her vulnerability, Ma opened doors for 
her fellow performers. Davis notes that this simultaneous 
strength and vulnerability “[enabled] women to confront 
[disruption] with attitudes that move from victimization  
to agency.” 

Ma Rainey is not widely 
recognized today, but 
her contribution to the 
development of blues 
and the development of 
female artists was (and 
is) profound. Ma sits 
at the top of a lineage 
of great performers. 
Her “Bawdy good-time 
style” was handed down 
to Bessie Smith, Etta 
James, Billie Holiday, 
and Janis Joplin. While 
one of Ma’s defining 

characteristics as an artist was to remain faithful to her 
country roots, her bold foray into the recording world paved 
the way for the innovation of future female artists.  Bessie 
Smith is often cited as the mother of the blues, but she stood 
on the artistic platform built by Ma. Indeed, Harrison notes: 

“Rainey’s blues style [was] influenced by her rural southern 
upbringing, Bessie Smith chose to deviate from this, and 
progressed towards a more jazz-like style.” While Bessie 
did diverge from Ma’s “country style,” she retained many 
essential elements of the diva persona as portrayed by Ma. 
Perhaps the best example of Ma’s legacy in Bessie was the 
dichotomy in Bessie’s work between the sassy, demanding, 
and domineering and the vulnerable, soulful, and loving. 
Blues legend Eva Taylor summed up these traits when asked 
about Bessie:  “Bessie Smith was rough, but she was a soulful 
woman. She was a good woman inside.”  This description 
could easily be applied to other artists who came after Ma. 
Janis Joplin grew up listening to the music of Ma and Bessie, 
whose influences were evident in the raw emotion and 
power of her work.

Perhaps Ma’s most significant contribution to blues and to 
history was simply the reality of her existence—the passion 
and tenacity with which she lived her life. Davis writes 
that it is significant to note that the staunchest defender 
and promoter of the blues was a woman. It was Ma who 
reminded blues fans of the value of a live performance. Buzzy 
Jackson notes that the success with which Ma competed 
with other entertainment mediums through “elaborate 
and thrilling performances” set a precedent that live music 
was better than recorded. It was due to Ma’s emphasis on 
the community and experience of music that live blues 
performances continued to draw crowds. In this way, Ma 
was the lifeblood of the blues, not only sustaining it in her 
time, but constructing a solid foundation for the artists who 
followed her.

Janis Joplin, an inheritor of Ma’s style.

“You sing ’cause that’s a way of understanding life.”
—Ma Rainey, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom

Nina Simone.
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At the center of Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom is a personal and 
artistic conflict between Ma Rainey and her rash, excitable, 
and ambitious young trumpeter, Levee Green. One of 
the most tragic aspects of this conflict is that, for all their 
differences, Ma and Levee want essentially the same thing: 
to play what’s in their hearts and give expression to the music 
inside them. Their antagonism rises 
not from having different goals, but 
disparate worldviews. For Levee, 
music is a way to impose himself 
as an individual on the world and 
get rich; for Ma, music is a way to 
connect to her heritage and assert 
black identity in a white society.

The historical Ma Rainey, much 
like Wilson’s portrayal of her, was 
extremely loyal to her fans and 
to her folk music heritage. In the 
play, Ma’s heritage is a source of 
strength for her both musically and 
personally; she says, “You sing ’cause 
that’s a way of understanding life. . 
. . This be an empty world without 
the blues. I take that emptiness and 
try to fill it up with something.” Ma 
refuses to compromise these values, 
and, despite Irvin and Sturdyvant’s 
objections, insists on recording 
her signature song in the way she 
always has. She also does her best 
to look out for her people—for example, by insisting on 
using Sylvester for the song’s intro, and later insisting that 
he get paid. 

But Ma knows that her power is not absolute, particularly 
over Irvin and Sturdyvant. “All they want is my voice,” she 
tells Cutler. “As soon as they get my voice down . . . Ain’t 
got no use for me then.” She’s right: Sturdyvant initially tries 
to tell her that Sylvester’s pay will have to come out of her 
own paycheck. It takes adroit manipulation, as well as some 
bullying, on Ma’s part to get him to relent. 

Levee, for his part, does not understand the position Ma is 
in. He sees her success, wealth, and (apparent) control of 
the situation but fails to see her struggle, compromises, and 
occasional defeats. He wants what Ma has: the chance to 
play his music and get paid. His music, though, is different 

from Ma’s. Motivated in part by the trauma of his childhood, 
Levee’s music is aggressive and free-spirited, the song of a 
man who, unlike Ma, thinks of himself not as aligned with a 
group, but opposed to one. He has a quick temper and flashy 
personality, ready for combat. 

Most cripplingly, though, Levee 
does not stake out an independent 
claim for himself as an artist. 
Rather than simply allowing the 
music he feels to come into being, 
he filters everything through the 
lens of Sturdyvant. He wants to 
make the music that “people want 
to hear,” not the music that will 
(as Ma puts it) “get you out of bed 
in the morning . . . knowing you 
ain’t alone.” His attitude toward 
Sturdyvant is servile; in fact, the 
other band members mock him 
for it. Unlike Ma, he doesn’t realize 
the paradox he’s trapped in, one 
that’s expressed perfectly when he 
lays out his plan for advancement: 
“As soon as I get my band together 
and make them records like Mr. 
Sturdyvant done told me I can 
make, I’m gonna be like Ma and tell 
the white man just what he can do.” 
He plans to put white men in their 
place, but unconsciously relies on 

their patronage to make his way above them. Toledo, often 
his intellectual and philosophical opponent, hits the nail on 
the head when he says, “As long as the colored man look to 
white folks to put the crown on what he say…as long as he 
looks to white folks for approval…then he’s never gonna find 
out who he is and what he’s about.” 

Artists today continue to face the choice between creating 
work for their own community and acquiescing to the 
culture at large. John Leguizamo is a Latino actor primarily 
known for his one-man comedy shows that blur the line 
between theater and stand-up. In addition to being the 
first Latino performer to produce a one-man show on 
Broadway, Leguizamo is an outspoken activist for Latino 
representation in the performing arts. He has written for 

Playing for yourself, Playing 
for your PeoPle

Continued on the next page.

Actor, comedian, and activist John Leguizamo in his  
one-man show John Leguizamo Warms Up.



Perspectives

28 Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom

attention to an incident of violence against a dwarf in 
England while making his Golden Globe acceptance speech  
in 2012.

As these examples suggest, balancing one’s duty to oneself 
and one’s duty to a larger group can be difficult for an artist. 
One of the main sources of dramatic tension in Ma Rainey’s 
Black Bottom is Wilson’s subtle handling of the problem: 
he refuses to paint either Ma or Levee in a clearly superior 
light. Levee, for his part, is a largely sympathetic character. 
Ambitious, earnest, and fairly talented, his dream of having 
his own band seems almost feasible. But, tragically, he fails 
to understand his worth to the white producers, and his 
eagerness to make an impression leads him to ignore the 
value of the music Ma plays, which is a bastion of African-
American storytelling. Ma, on the other hand, is a cannier 
operative and has a better understanding of her relationship 
with the people around her, particularly her white manager 
and producer. But despite this wisdom, Ma’s ego prevents 
her from looking out for Levee, not just one of “[her] people,” 
but a member of the band. This failure to connect contradicts 

Ma’s cardinal values, suggesting a potent observation by 
August Wilson: both staking a claim for yourself and 
taking a stand for your people can be challenging, risky, and  
even dangerous. 

The New York Times on 
the subject, and his 
own shows (particularly 
Mambo Mouth) attempt 
to deconstruct common 
stereotypes of Latinos. 
But Leguizamo’s work 
is also the subject of 
criticism from within 
the Latino community, 
particularly from those 
who argue that just 
presenting stereotypes can 
still perpetuate them. 

On the other end of the 
spectrum, actress Zoe 

Saldana, an actress of black and Latino origin (best known 
for her role as Lieutenant Uhura in the new Star Trek 
franchise), has been outspoken about her own identity as 
both a person of color and a woman. Rather than agitating 

for her people per se, she has argued against the practice 
of labeling anyone to put them into boxes based on race or 
gender, saying, “There are so much [sic] more things that 
are important besides stereotyping ourselves.” But after 
coming under fire from the African-American community 
for accepting the leading role in a biography of singer Nina 
Simone, who was far darker than Saldana, the actress has 
maintained a more individualist stance: “I don’t care who 
tells me I am not this and I am not that. I know who I am, 
and I know what Nina Simone means to me.”

Even performers who are less outspoken activists contribute 
to the debate in one way or another. One actor whose work 
has quietly supported the rights of the underprivileged 
group he belongs to is Peter Dinklage (winner of a Golden 
Globe and Emmy for his portrayal of Tyrion Lannister in 
Game of Thrones). As a dwarf, Dinklage struggled for years 
to find work because he resolutely refused to accept roles 
that would pay well for a person of his stature: elves and 
leprechauns. Since gaining traction as a leading man in both 
television and film, Dinklage has become (quietly) more 
articulate about the rights of little people. Most visibly, he 
sparked conversation and interest when he drew people’s 

Actress Zoe Saldana.

“I used to put my own spin on America’s need to label people—I would 
rename my world, make it Latino-centric, a place where I was equal.” 

—John Leguizamo

Actor Peter Dinklage.
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insTanT lessons
Ideas for the classroom to apply the Common Core Standards and Maine Learning

Results in creative expression, cultural heritage, and criticism and aesthetics.

getting starteD: Pre-shoW activities

1.  Do you think racism still exists in America? Do you think it exists in Maine? Discuss as a class ways in which you’ve seen 
people treated differently because of their race in your school or community. Is racism only overt or can it also be implied?

2.  Read the article “History of the Blues” on pp. 18-19 and consider how blues music is a way of conveying history and the 
African-American experience. Write a song or poem that communicates your own heritage and/or family traditions, using 
either blues or another contemporary musical style. 

3.  Storytelling figures prominently in Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom as the characters use stories about their past to support their 
points of view. In what different ways does storytelling exist in our modern, technology-filled culture? Write down a short 
story, then tell it in two additional ways: spoken out loud without a script, and using a web 2.0 approach (Facebook, YouTube 
video, blog post, etc.). What are the strengths and weakness of each method?

4.  Read the article “The Creation of the Modern Diva” on pp. 25-26 and then research the life of another prominent blues 
musician other than Ma Rainey (such as Bessie Smith, Robert Johnson, or Mamie Smith). Write an essay about their career 
and how their music was influenced by the culture they grew up in.

Making connections: Post-shoW activities

1.  How does hearing the music Ma and her band play affect our understanding of the characters in Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom? 
Is it important for the audience to hear them play, as opposed to just knowing they are musicians? How would the play be 
different if we never heard them record the music?

2.  How did the costume design of this production help to support the play? In what ways did each character’s clothes reflect their 
status and who they were as a person? If you were designing costumes for a production of Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, what would 
you do differently?

3.  Read another of the plays in August Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle that is set in a later decade than Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom. 
Then, write a short essay comparing and contrasting the social roles and experiences of the African-American characters in 
the two plays. What common themes do you see in the writing?

4.  In the play, Toledo refers to African Americans as the “leftovers from history.” What does it mean to be a “leftover” person? 
Each of the characters in Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom deals with this status differently. Who is thought of as a leftover in your 
community? In what ways can people overcome this perception?

5.  In the play, the core of the argument between Levee and Ma is between whether you should “play what’s in your heart” or 
play what you are told to play. Read the article ”Playing for Yourself, Playing for Your People” on pp. 27-28 and then divide 
into two groups and stage a debate, with one side arguing each position. 
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Bessie Smith (1894-1937): called “The Empress of the Blues,” Bessie 
Smith began her singing career as a street performer, and eventually 
worked in tent shows before moving north. She was a major rival of Ma 
Rainey, as well as her close friend. Bessie sang a more modern, urban, and 
jazzier blues than Ma did, and was still near the height of her career when 
she died. Rumor suggested that Ma had trained Bessie, and that the two 
might once have been lovers. Bessie Smith was inducted into the Grammy 
Hall of Fame for the first time in 1983 for “Empty Bed Blues,” which she 
recorded in 1928. 

Booker T. Washington (1856-1915): An African American born in 
Virginia, Booker T. Washington put himself through school and became a 
teacher. In 1881, he founded the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute 
in Alabama (now known as Tuskegee University), which grew immensely 
and focused on training African Americans in agricultural pursuits. A 
political adviser and writer, Washington clashed with intellectual W.E.B. 
Du Bois over the best avenues for racial uplift.

Buddy Bolden (1877-1931): Charles “Buddy” Bolden was born in 
uptown New Orleans and became a renowned early jazz trumpeter. He was a sturdy young man who would sport expensive 
suits and was often escorted by several women who liked to carry his horn. For a period ranging from around 1898 until 
1906, he reigned as the undisputed “King” of black New Orleans music.

Clod-Hoppers, “Brogans”: An uncouth, rustic, heavy work boot or shoe—usually a laced ankle-high work boot and 
indicative of a rural lifestyle.

Coca-Cola: In the early 1920’s, Coca-Cola was on the rise and many people began drinking it. Soda in general became 
extremely popular during Prohibition, which is why Coca-Cola has a unique shaped bottle it was created to stand out from 
the rest during this boom.  Some people would go to grocers and buy two or three bottles of Coca-Cola at time. Coca-Cola 
noticed this trend and took advantage of it which lead to the creation of the “six pack.” Cardboard cartons with six holes 

in it made carrying six bottles of Coke easier for the consumer, and of course, 
it is a Coca-Cola innovation that is still in use today. In 1927 Coca-Cola still  
contained cocaine.

Consumption: Consumption, now more commonly known as Tuberculosis, was 
often a death sentence in the 1920’s, especially in southern African-American 
communities.One of the most devastating effects of discrimination during the Jim 
Crow era was the effect on the health care of African Americans. The combination 
of poverty and racism put black Americans, especially in the segregated South, in a 
precarious position regarding their health. Blacks were far more likely than whites 
to die of ailments such as tuberculosis (TB) and heart disease than whites. 

Florsheims: Florsheims were the first shoes to label themselves, and they 
changed the way we market products. They represented the new city life and style 
of the early 20th century. As the first brand-name shoes, they were overpriced, 
mass-marketed, and owned by and sold to well-off whites. Florsheim shoes 
were a sign of the changing times and values and the American transition  
toward consumerism.

Hot Band: Hot Jazz technically meant collective improvisation usually led by 
the trumpet player. Quite a few jazz and blues bands of the time have the word  

glossary

An advertisement for the highly popular 
Florsheim shoes.

Booker T. Washington.



Extras

31PlayNotes

“Hot” in their names.  Most notably and repeatedly was celebrated trumpeter 
Louis Armstrong: every band he had from around 1910 through 1928 was 
a hot band, starting with The Hot Five, which was Armstrong’s first jazz 
recording band led under his own name.

Jug Band: In late 19th and early 20th centuries, instruments used in the blues 
were sometimes home made. In other cases, substitutions were found, such 
as using a jug to sound like a tuba, or a washboard as a rhythm instrument. 
These bands receive no mention in the majority of books concerning jazz, since 
early authors dismissed this part of history as irrelevant. Books on jazz rarely 
mention jug bands, and if so the bands are immediately dismissed as amateur. 
Jug bands were playing jazz and blues long before the music was recognized 
and labeled as such. Jug bands played on all the Ohio and Mississippi riverboat 
paddle wheelers and in many southern nightclubs as well. They were in 
vaudeville, on the streets, and in traveling medicine shows. One notable musician in such a “novelty band” called Washboard 
Wizards was Louis Armstrong.

King Oliver (1885-1938): Joe Oliver is one of the most important figures in early Jazz. The phrase Hot Jazz really refers 
to his style of collective improvisation (rather than solos). He was the mentor and teacher of Louis Armstrong. Oliver was 
blinded in one eye as a child, and often played while sitting in a chair, or leaning against the wall, with a derby hat tilted so that 
it hid his bad eye. He was also famous for using mutes, derbies, bottles, and cups to alter the sound of his cornet. 

Memphis: Memphis boomed in population and became a major center for blues music during the Great Migration. The 
famed Beale Street became the center of the city’s African-American community and a melting pot of musical styles. This 
burgeoning city embraced the blues and Beale Street soon became the launching point for many aspiring blues musicians. 
“Memphis Blues” is a style of blues music that was created in the 1910s – 1930s by Memphis-area musicians like Frank 
Stokes, Sleepy John Estes, Furry Lewis, and Memphis Minnie. The style was popular in vaudeville and medicine shows. 
Memphis later played an important role in the development of electric blues, rock and roll, blues rock, and heavy metal music.

Reverend Gates (1884-1945): From 1914 to his death, Gates was the pastor of Mount Calvary Baptist Church in Rock 
Dale Park, Atlanta, Georgia. He had a very prolific recording career, recording over 200 sides of sermons between 1926 and 
1941, including frequent re-recordings. Experts estimate that at least a 
quarter of all sermons commercially released on record before 1943 were 
recorded by Gates. Many of his recordings were strong warnings of the 
hellish punishments that awaited sinners.

Slow Drag: The slow drag is an American social dance, originally 
performed to ragtime music, that was resurrected as part of blues dancing. 
The slow drag, first performed in the African-American community of 
New Orleans in the 1890s, incorporates elements of traditional African 
dances. Ragtime composers, including Scott Joplin, wrote a number of 
slow-tempo tunes appropriate for the dance. 

Tent Show: Long before Mamie Smith had the first hit recording of the 
blues in 1921, blues shouters in traveling tent shows stirred things up 
across the South. Out of lumber camps and river settlements, the working-
class poor traveled by foot or packed into train cars for the thrill of seeing  
live entertainment. A typical “tent show” included a hot rhythm 
band, chorus dancers, comedy sketches, acrobats, animal acts and 
sometimes sideshows. The headliners were “black pearls,” Blues 
Queens, covered in rhinestones and bugle beads, who closed the 
show with a star turn, shouting the blues. The biggest stars of them 
all were “the gold throat mamas”—Ma Rainey and her protégé  
Bessie Smith. Reverend Gates.

A 1930’s Memphis jug band.
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Life Discovered  
Portland Stage’s interactive education programs help young people explore all the elements of theater 
from the inside out—writing, production, performance, and more.  With a focus on literacy, cultural 
awareness, and creative thinking, we provide students in grades K-12 with the tools to discover the 
valuable lessons that exist at the intersection of theater and life.

Play Me A Story 
Brings literature to life at interactive Saturday morning performance/workshops that engage kids while 
inspiring teamwork and promoting creativity and self esteem. 

PLAY - Schools Outreach   
Stimulates imaginations at elementary school performances and workshops: a “gym class with words” that 
combines kinesthetic, visual, verbal, and cooperative approaches to build literacy.  

Student Matinees  
Connects middle and high school students from an 80-mile radius with professional theater performances and 
post-show talk-backs that engage them as thinkers, listeners, and analyzers. 

PlayNotes
Opening the world of the play to audiences, PlayNotes guides present a broad spectrum of information for 
teachers, students, and patrons who want deeper context on our productions. 

Classroom Workshops
Engages middle and high school students in the creative process with pre- and post-show enhancement, 
building deeper understanding and personal connections to plays.

Young Writers Project
Gives high school playwrights the opportunity to be read, seen, and heard at our new plays festival, inspiring 
local students to write for theater. 

Vacation & Summer Camps
Turning learning into “play” at week long, theme-based, day camps that give young people essential tools in 
finding meaning, creativity, and collaboration.

The Intern Company
Nurturing and developing 9-10 young theater artists each season: fostering the individuals that will become the 
next wave of exceptional theater makers. 

For more detailed information on all of our Education Programs, including when and where you can take part, visit 
the EDUCATION pages of our website, www.portlandstage.org.

PorTland sTage 
eduCaTion Programs
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Dialogue between artists and audience is an integral part of Portland Stage’s creative process—talking in the 
theater is encouraged at public discussions held in conjunction with each of our Mainstage productions.

The Artistic Perspective brings audience members together with special guests who offer unique viewpoints 
on the productions in our season.  Each discussion illuminates a different aspect of the world of the play or of 
the creative process.   (Held after the first Sunday matinee performance) 

Page to Stage connects the audience more fully to the background ideas that go into creating a production.  
Presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library, discussions provide context on the literary, social, 
and rehearsal aspects of the play.  (Held at the Portland Public Library at 12:00 noon the Tuesday after a  
show opens.)

Curtain Call builds off the collaborative energy between audience and actors following a performance.  
Discussing process, performance, and emotion, artists and audience develop a deeper understanding of their 
shared experience. (Held after the second Sunday matinee performance)

DISCUSSION PROGRAMS 
FOR THE GENERAL PUBLIC

The Artistic Perspective: Sunday, September 29, following 2 pm matinee

Curtain Call:  Sunday October 6, Following 2 pm Matinee

Page to Stage:  Tuesday October 8th at 12 pm at the Portland Public Library

All discussions are free and open to the public. 
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at 774-0465.

Discussion Dates for  

Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom 



Portland Stage Company
2013-2014 Season

Anita Stewart Executive & Artistic Director

Artistic/Production
Daniel Burson Literary & Education Manager

Megan Doane Asst. Production Manager/
Executive Secretary

Ted Gallant Technical Director
Andrew Harris Production Manager

Myles C. Hatch Stage Manager
Toni Kendrick Scenic & Props Carpenter

Emily Kenny Lighting & Sound Supervisor
Susan Thomas Costume Shop Manager

Shane Van Vliet Stage Manager
Samara Yandell Theater for Kids Manager

Affiliate Artists
Ron Botting Peter Brown 
Daniel Burson Maureen Butler
Lisa DiFranza Moira Driscoll
Andrew Harris Mark Honan
Abigail Killeen R.J. McComish
Daniel Noel  Janice O’Rourke
Michael Rafkin Ed Reichert
Hans Indigo Spencer  Dustin Tucker
Bess Welden Sally Wood

Administration
Lizz Atwood, Jessica Eller, Laurie Gingrich, 

Renee Myhaver Box Office
Todd Brian Backus  Marketing Assistant

Erik Carson General Manager
Carole Harris Marketing Director 
Gale Kurtz Development Director
Karen Lybrand Graphic Designer

Gerrie Powell, Laurie Gingrich House Managers
Bonnie Ryan Business Manager

Donald Smith Audience Services Manager 
Ella Wrenn Company Manager

Intern Company
Meg Anderson Scenic & Carpentry

Georgina Brown Education & Theater for Kids
Rebekah Bryer Stage Management

Laura Donovan Costumes & Wardrobe
Sarah McKenney Electrics & Sound

Nicholas Orvis Directing & Dramaturgy
JJ Peeler Directing & Dramaturgy
Jennifer Sims Stage Management

Shannon Wade Education & Theater for Kids
Georgia Zildjian Directing & Dramaturgy


