Ma Rainey's Black Bottom: A
Literary Analysis

August Wilson's powerful play explores racial exploitation, artistic control, and
the blues as cultural expression in 1927 Chicago. Through the tensions between
Ma Rainey, her band, and white record executives, Wilson examines the Black

experience in America.

@ by Matthew Lee




August Wilson: The Playwright

[E) Early Life

Raised in a poor, predominantly Black Pittsburgh neighborhood before

moving to mostly white Hazelwood, where his family faced overt racism.

= Education

Dropped out after being falsely accused of plagiarism, later received

honorary diploma from Carnegie Library where he self-educated.

f Influences

Wilson cited "four B's" as his main influences: blues music, writers Jorge

Luis Borges and Amiri Baraka, and painter Romare Bearden.

© Legacy
Created the Pittsburgh Cycle - ten plays exploring Black experience

across different decades. Died at 60, leaving a profound theatrical legacy.




Historical Context: Race Records Era

Segregated Music Industry

ﬁ Black artists' records sold only in Black stores

Exploitative Practices

Small recording fees but no royalties for artists

Cultural Appropriation

White executives profited from Black creativity

Between 1920-1940, the American music industry marketed "Race Records" specifically to Black audiences. This segregated system reflected
the nation's racial divide while allowing white executives to exploit Black musicians financially. Artists received minimal compensation while

record companies reaped enormous profits from their talent.



Plot Development

Studio Preparation

White executives Sturdyvant and Irvin prepare for Ma
Rainey's recording session, revealing their exploitative
attitudes.

Ma's Arrival

Ma finally appears with her girlfriend Dussie Mae and
nephew Sylvester, asserting her authority despite racial

discrimination.

Tragic Conclusion

After being fired and swindled by Sturdyvant, Levee stabs

Toledo in a moment of misplaced rage.

Band Dynamics

Ma's band arrives first. Tensions emerge between
ambitious young trumpeter Levee and older musicians

who accept their supporting roles.

Recording Session

Conflicts over song arrangements and Sylvester's
stuttering introduction create delays. Ma maintains

control through strategic demands.



Major Characters

Ma Rainey

A powerful blues singer who understands
her value in the music industry. She
leverages her talent to maintain control
over white executives who seek to exploit

her.

"They don't care nothing about me. All
they want is my voice."

Levee

Young, ambitious trumpet player with
modern musical ideas. His individualism
and refusal to collaborate lead to his

downfall.

"I'm talking about art!"

Sturdyvant

White record executive who exploits Black
musicians for profit. Represents the

systemic racism of the music industry.

"l just want to get her in here...record

those songs...and get her out."



Minor Characters

Toledo

Philosophical pianist and only literate band member.
Emphasizes Black cultural history and unity. Becomes Levee's

tragic victim.

Sylvester

Ma's stuttering nephew whom she insists must perform the

spoken introduction to her song, despite recording difficulties.

Cutler

Band's unofficial leader who enforces Ma's authority. Religious
and traditional, he clashes with Levee's blasphemy and

ambition.

Dussie Mae

Ma's girlfriend who becomes the object of Levee's romantic

pursuit, creating another layer of tension between Levee and
Ma.




Key Themes

Power and Exploitation

The play examines how Black artists navigate
exploitative power dynamics in the white-

controlled music industry.

History, Tradition, and Change

Conflict between preserving cultural
traditions and embracing modern

innovations in music and society.

NG

Race and Identity

Characters respond differently to racism,
from Ma's direct confrontation to Levee's

strategic appeasement.

Collaboration vs. Independence

Tension between artistic individualism and
the need for collective effort within the band.



Symbols and Motifs

Shoes

S

Represent status, success, and wealth

"Ma Rainey's Black Bottom" (The Song)

Symbolizes creative control and power struggles

The Recording Studio

Represents the exploitative music industry

Levee's obsession with his expensive shoes symbolizes his desire for status and modernity, contrasting with Toledo's practical footwear. The
disputed song arrangement becomes a battleground for creative control, while the studio itself embodies the exploitative system that profits

from Black artistry while minimizing Black artists' compensation.



Act Analysis: Power Dynamics

Studio Setup

1 Sturdyvant instructs Irvin to keep Ma "in line," revealing their

condescending attitude toward Black artists.

Band Arrival

2 Musicians discuss Ma's authority, establishing that she holds

power despite industry racism.

Ma's Entrance

3 Ma arrives with police, demonstrating how even her status

doesn't shield her from racial profiling.

Recording Demands

4 Ma refuses to record until she gets a Coca-Cola, strategically

asserting control through withholding her talent.

The play's first act establishes the complex power dynamics between Black
artists and white executives. Ma leverages her talent to maintain authority, while
the band navigates their subordinate position. Levee's ambition disrupts this

balance as he seeks individual recognition.




Act Analysis: Race and Identity
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Ma Levee Toledo Cutler

Each character responds differently to racial discrimination. Ma directly confronts it through her demands and refusal to be exploited. Levee

strategically appeases white people while plotting advancement. Toledo advocates for Black cultural unity and historical awareness. Cutler

accepts the status quo while maintaining dignity through religion.

These varied responses highlight how personal experiences shape reactions to oppression. Levee's childhood trauma witnessing his

mother's assault informs his complex approach to white authority figures.



Powerful Quotes

Ma Rainey Levee Toledo

"They don't care nothing about me. All they "White folks don't understand about the "As long as the colored man look to white
want is my voice. Well, | done learned that, blues. They hear it come out, but they don't folks to put the crown on what he say...as
and they gonna treat me like | want to be know how it got there. They don't long as he looks to white folks for

treated no matter how much it hurt them." understand that's life's way of talking." approval...then he ain't never gonna find out

who heis."



Contemporary Relevance

60+ 2020

Years Later Film Adaptation

Issues of exploitation in musicindustry ~ Award-winning performances by Viola
continue to echo Wilson's themes Davis and Chadwick Boseman brought

Wilson's work to global audiences

$10B+

Industry Value

Black artists still fight for equitable

contracts and creative ownership

Wilson's powerful examination of racial exploitation remains painfully relevant in
today's entertainment landscape. Contemporary Black artists continue to
navigate unfair contracts, cultural appropriation, and struggles for creative
controlin an industry built on their talents. The play's unflinching look at how
economic systems exploit Black creativity resonates with ongoing conversations

about racial equity in America.

The critically acclaimed 2020 film adaptation introduced Wilson's masterwork to
new generations, emphasizing how these historical struggles directly connect to
modern battles for representation and fair compensation in entertainment. As
streaming platforms transform music distribution, questions of artist rights and

ownership have only become more complex and urgent.




