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“When the Levee Breaks”: Commodification and Violence in Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom





	If it keeps on raining, the levee’s gonna break.


	If it keeps on raining, the levee’s gonna break.


	When the levee breaks, we’ll have no place to stay.


-- “Memphis” Minnie McCoy, 1929 





   August Wilson’s 1984 play, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, is set two years before Memphis Minnie (a blues woman of Rainey’s stature) recorded “When the Levee Breaks.” Interestingly enough, in 1971, Led Zeppelin covered McCoy’s tune, while making sure to claim 80 percent of the songwriting credits for their version. Led Zeppelin were fairly notorious for this sort of thing, and were sued by such blues legends as Willie Dixon for appropriating older tunes without proper credit (or proper songwriting royalties).


   The connection between Wilson’s play and the British arena rockers is appropriate. Like Led Zeppelin’s plunder of old blues tunes, Wilson’s play is concerned with a white-controlled music industry’s efforts to profit from the creative endeavors of African-Americans. That Wilson’s character who most exemplifies this state of affairs is named Levee seems an even more apt coincidence, as we watch the music industry erode him until he “breaks” into a torrent of violence.


   Levee is described as a musician who tends to confuse his skill with his talent (919). The fact that Levee often plays wrong notes indicates that he lacks skill. Accordingly, we may deduce that he does in fact have talent, a deduction confirmed by his (at least partially) autodidactic ability to score music (920) and the fact that the producers are (originally) willing to use his arrangement of Ma Rainey’s signature tune (923).


   Levee envisions his talent as the means to a better life, represented by his dream of fronting his own band (920). This would put him in the position occupied in the play by Ma Rainey, of whom Slow Drag (the bassist) says, “She’s gonna do what she wants to do. Ma says what happens with her” (924). In short, then, Levee sees his talent as a means of self-determination.


   However, even Ma’s ability to determine what happens to her is limited. Although she can force Irvin (her manager) to bribe policemen for her, can hold up a session until she gets a soda, or can hire or fire members of the band, she knows that her power is sharply diminished once her songs are recorded and authorized for release (940, 951). She can only benefit from her performance by threatening not to deliver it. Once it is recorded, the song becomes a commodity, and it falls under the control of the industry, as represented by Sturdyvant. At that point, the performers have only the value of leftovers (at least until a demand arises for follow-up material) -- and Toledo has already observed that leftovers have no value in the play’s world. The musicians’ labor has “filled the white man’s belly and now. . . [he] wants you to get out of the way” (932).


   As an established star, Ma at least has the confidence that she will be sought in the future, and reminds Sturdyvant (via Irvin) that she can record for other companies, once more taking power by threatening not to perform (951). But what of the band? In point of fact, as more-or-less interchangeable sidemen, they are even more “left over” than Ma. As Cutler tells Levee, the backing musicians “come a dime a dozen” (or at most, 25 dollars a session) (920). When Levee threatens to strike, he’s told that it wouldn’t matter (935) -- the success of the product doesn’t really depend on his efforts.


   The band (except for Levee) have come to accept their status as replacable parts, of value only in the creation of a product. As Cutler says, “We talking about you understanding where you fit in when you around here” (923). They abandon the notion of musician as artist, as what they are creating isn’t art. “You ain’t here to be doing no creating” (935).


   But if he can’t create, Levee will not be able to establish his own value to the industry. Certainly Ma has no desire to share her power with him, choosing instead to thwart his opportunity to arrange her song (934). Consequently, he is denied the opportunity to gain power.


   Indeed, the play’s second act largely consists of Levee’s dwindling opportunities. First, Ma refuses his arrangement. Next, he is sacked from the band (950). But even at this point, he maintains his dream of empowerment as a bandleader. However, a careful reading reveals that Sturdyvant and Irvin only feed that dream while Levee is needed to generate the product -- a lesson he learns only when it too late to do him any good. The whites only encourage Levee before the recording (924, 936). After the recording is finished, Sturdyvant’s offer for Levee’s songs verges on theft -- and as Levee has already been told, he is so powerless that even refusing to sell his songs is useless. As the final stage directions imply, he has struggled “for the highest possibilities.” But the industry has denied those possibilities, one by one.


   With his dreams denied, Levee has no psychological outlet for his frustrations, and as with the actual levees along the Mississippi, it only takes a small breach to invite catastrophe. In the case of the character, that breach comes when Toledo steps on his shoe. It’s worth noting that when Levee still has his dream, he allows Slow Drag to step on his shoe with relatively little incident (925). Only when he is broken does Levee turn violent, and as Memphis Minnie notes, at that point there is no safety, as Toledo learns only too well.


   If we accept Wilson’s suggestion that the history of the blues can be seen as a reflection of the African-American experience (912), then we may view Levee as an almost allegorical figure, representing the devastation of his race in its struggle for empowerment. Even if we are reluctant to go that far, the story of Levee’s frustration and self-destruction is the stuff of which the blues are made.
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