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About the Play

On a Saturday evening at“Big Mama’s Home of the Blues,"a contemporary blues club
in Southside Chicago, three singers—Felicia, Chic, and Sugaray—begin their last set
of the evening, music rich with innuendos and sass. Between sultry crooning, the trio
banters with each other, sharing personal anecdotes, both humorous and thoughtful.
They reflect on how blues music has changed throughout the years, desiring to return
to the blues of old: the low down, dirty kind. In the end, through their riotous musical

numbers, they prove that the blues is not just music, itis a reflection of lives built on
hardship but sustained with love.

Cast and Creative Team

Caron “Sugaray” Rayford Robert Stephens
Randal Myler Dan Wheetman
Director Music Director
P Scenic Designer Costume Designer Lighting Designer
' COLLETTE POLLARD JANICE PYTEL ROBERT PERRY
Sound Designer Casting Director Stage Manager
JOSHUA HORVATH JC CLEMENTZ KIMBERLY ANN MCCANN
Stage Management Intern Production Manager Lighting & Viideo Director
AUDRA KUCHLING JARED CLARKIN SEAN NICHOLL
Sound Director Technical Director Properties Director
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Charge Scenic Artist
JIM MEDVED
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An Interview with

Dan Wheetman, Co-Writer and Musical Director

Education Interns, Deanie Vallone and Keane Schmidt,
sat down with writer and musical director of Low Down
Dirty Blues, Dan Wheetman, to talk about artistic
collaboration, musical influences, and why Milwaukee
Rep is the perfect place for the blues.

How did you and Randal Myler [Co-writer and
Director of Low Down Dirty Blues] start working
together?

Dan Wheetman: At the Denver Center [for the
Performing Arts], they were getting ready to do a tour of
Quilters. | got a call; they were looking for a fiddle player.
| went on tour with them. That was the first thing |
worked on with Randy, and he and | just hit it off. He
hired me back for other shows, and then we just started
writing. We have worked together a lot and have just
been great friends. He and | have a great working
relationship. There is so much respect on each side. We
always go for what is best. There is never any ego about
that.

What is the history of the show’s development?

DW: Randy and | both have a long history of working in
genres. We have written shows about Appalachia and
coal mining and truck drivers. This show sort of came out
of a show we had written called It Ain’t Nothin’ but the
Blues which is a big historical overview. It starts in Africa
with African chants and goes all the way to Chicago in
the second act, where white and black music intersect. It
came out of that show, the idea to look at a very
particular kind of blues—low down, dirty blues. The
early women’s blues, especially, was very double
entendre. That is how we started. As with anything it
morphed into what it is today, which is a little broader
than women'’s blues from the 1920s.

Why did you choose to focus in on this particular
kind of blues music?

DW: It is a spicier kind of blues. This was specifically
about a kind of blues that has two sides to it. On one
hand it is a more intimate look, it is a smaller group
and a smaller palate. You try to tell the story of the
blues, but that is an enormous story that starts in
England because the ballad structure is the basis for
the blues. This is not so much a historic thing; it is a
story about the people, these three people in this club
and their stories, which includes the music but it is
more of a personal talk about what brought them to
where they are.

How did you narrow down and choose the show’s
set list?

DW: Everything that is in a show should always move
the story forward. It is a trial and error. You bring in a
stack of stuff and you start working. You think, “This is
a really great tune but it is not helping or doing what
it needs to do in that spot.” So it either gets moved to
a different spot or it gets replaced. It also has to do
with the cast because the music has to fit who is in the
show in so much as they are responsible for delivering
it with authority and truth. You cannot give them
something they cannot be truthful with. For example,
Sugaray had a couple of songs that were very
important to him, so we found spots to put them in.
When someone is singing something they deeply
believe in, it is way more powerful than me saying,
“Here, you sing this!” You have to be collaborative if
you are going to work with people. It is just way more




fun. | do not have enough hubris to believe that | have
the final answer. | have the question, and it is for all of us
to find the answer as best we can.

What made you choose Chicago as the setting?

DW: The blues starts in the South; it comes out of
slavery, work songs, field hollers, spiritual music. Blues
does not become ‘the blues’in the form that we know it
until just before the 1920s. There are songs that are
blues-like, but it is actually the recording industry that
creates what we know as ‘the blues. As record
companies in the north came down and began to
record black artists in the south, they got very specific
about what they recorded. Blind Lemon Jefferson’s
“Rabbit Foot Blues” got to be very popular, and so they
started recording this particular form, what we call
blues today. After WWI and WWII, because of Jim Crow
and the invention of the cotton gin, there is the largest
peacetime migration—over six million people migrate
from the south and go north to find jobs in factories.
They go to Chicago, and Chicago becomes the first
northern hub. Chicago has Chess Records and Muddy

Randal Myler and Dan Wheetman (on guitar) work
ona multimedia piece at Perry-Mansfield
~——Performing Arts School and Camp.
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Waters picks up an electric guitar. He goes in and
records for Chess Records. And, as they say, the rest is
history. Chicago becomes the hub of the early electric
blues. Even today, you go to Chicago and you go to
blues clubs.

How does the venue influence the production?

DW: The [Stackner] Cabaret is a perfect room for this, for
the interaction with the audience. These guys are
performers, first and foremost. They live on the
interaction between performers and audience

members. It is going to be a pressure cooker in there
sometimes; it will be delightful. The audience better put
seatbelts on because these guys are going to blow the
roof off that place.




The Sound of Low Down Dirty Blues
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FEATURED ARTIS i
Erin Paige, Sound Director

A ringing doorbell, The low, mournfy| notes of a cello. The scattered flapping

In the Stackner in particular, time is the biggest challenge since jt has the
shortest tech period. She cites the Stagehands—Davye Hicks (Stiemke), Rick
Grilli (Stackner), and Jason Pruzin (Powerhouse)—as essential in getting
through the tech and run processes, Since she is basically “3 department of
one,” her favorite shows are those in which she gets to work alongside

M .
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Mapping the Blues: A Global History
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Popularizing the Blues
In 1903 an African-American musician,
W.C. Handy, sat at train station in Tutwiler,
Mississippi. After falling asleep waiting for
his train, he woke to find a man singing
about his destination while sliding a knife
down his guitar strings. Handy said it was
“the weirdest music [he] had ever heard.
In 1912, Handy published a musical
composition referencing a new term:
“blues” He continued to document this
style of music, transcribe it into sheet
music, and promote it in subsequent
years, leading to the blues’ entry into
popular music. Despite Handy’s attempts
to commercialize the musical style, early
Mississippi Delta blues lived on only
through oral tradition. Nevertheless,
these musicians heavily influenced
generations of artists—including Muddy
Waters and B.B. King—who migrated
elsewhere across America. Though Handy
was not the first to discover the blues, he
certainly played a major role in
introducing it into popular culture.
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Chicago and Detroit

During the 1920s, many people migrated north for
jobs, heading to the rapidly industrializing cities of
Chicago and Detroit. These cities electrified the raw,
country-style southern blues. Blues musicians of
Chicago and Detroit often performed in bands, and
they amplified everything: guitars, pianos, and
harmonicas. Even the lyrics were charged—in a
sexual manner. These musicians revolutionized
blues music, producing some of the most influential
blues artists of the 20th century. Although the blues’
popularity waned, its late-1960s revival has renewed
interest in the blues, which lives on in Chicago blues
clubs to this very day.

Texas and Louisiana

Louisiana and Texas produced a variety of blues
styles in the early 20th century, all drawing on the
eclectic blend of musical influences and cultural
heritage brought to the region by French,
Spanish, African-American, Creole, and Cajun
migrants. This style of blues often centered their
music on a piano and a horns section. Mexican
musical influences in Texas helped introduce
guitar techniques inspired by jazz-style
improvisation. Although the blues lost popularity
in these regions around the mid-20th century, a
mid-1970s revival has since brought the blues
back to life in both states, thriving especially in
Austin and New Orleans.

9l iy
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During the Great Migration, which began in the early 1900s,
blues musicians from the Mississippi Delta region headed
northward, settling in river cities such as Memphis and St.
Louis, where their diverse musical backgrounds came
together to create a sound unique to the region. The music
here was rich and upbeat, smooth and soulful, integrating
elements of blues, gospel, and country music: the
beginnings of rock n’roll. Here musicians often performed in
duos, with one lead guitarist and one rhythm guitarist, or jug
bands, where a group of musicians used makeshift
instruments such as jugs, kazoos, or washboards. Even today,
blues music thrives in the historic Memphis Beale Street area
where this regional form of the blues began.
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Mississippi Delta

Evolving from music brought from Africa to America by
. slaves, the Mississippi Delta blues that emerged around
the early 1800s was characterized by a simple, yet powerful
sound. Singers spoke lyrics rather than singing them,
uttered loose vocal phrases, used irregular rhyme patterns,
and composed pieces with little melodic complexity. Many
solo musicians accompanied themselves with only a guitar
or a harmonica. To this day, Mississippi Delta blues
identifies itself with raw and authentic vocals, bottleneck
and slide guitar, harmonicas, and an intense rhythm.
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A West African Heritage
The blues is a truly American sound though
its roots are West African. Brought to the
United States by slaves, chronicling years of
hardships, love, and religion, the music
took the form of work songs,
call-and-response, and spirituals. Songs
passed from one musician to another
through oral tradition, and were played on
whatever instruments were readily
available. Originally this took the form of
harmonicas, horns, stringed instruments, or
even clapped percussion. As the blues
migrated across America and evolved,
guitars and pianos became the most
popular instruments of choice, especially
when recording came to the forefront. The
musical roots—the 12 bar style and
three-chord progression—remained nearly
unchanged over the decades.




Blues Pioneers Mentioned in the Play

Muddy Waters (1970s)

Big Mama Thornton (circa 1955-1960) Photo credit: Wikipedia

Photo credit: Wikipedia

L £y -
‘ Big Mama Thornton (1926-1984)

In Low Down Dirty Blues, “Big Mama’s House
of the Blues” derives its name from Big Mama
Thornton, who is perhaps best known for her
original recording of “Hound Dog,” a song
that Elvis Presley later covered. With her
vocal prowess and her ability to play the
drums and the harmonica, Big Mama
Thornton was an important blues figure in
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Muddy Waters (1915-1983)

Originally from the Mississippi Delta region,
Muddy Waters took the rough, raw Mississippi
Delta blues to the Chicago region, where he
revolutionized Chicago blues with his skill on
the electric guitar and as a bandleader. One of
his songs was adopted as a moniker by a
British rock n’ roll group—you may know
them as the “Rolling Stones.”

her own right. Thornton used her deep, I
powerful voice and confident defiance to
confront issues of gender and sexuality.

Howlin’ Wolf (1910-1976)
Inspired by Charley Patton and Tommy
Johnson, Howlin” Wolf was a showman—a
craft in which he was unparalleled.
Embodying the raw sound of the Mississippi
Delta blues, Howlin’ Wolf sang with a coarse,
grainy, and powerful voice that brought a
sense of authenticity to his songs. Today, The
Howler’s music lives on in rock n’ roll bands
such as the Rolling Stones and Led Zeppelin.

Howlin'Wolf (1972)
Photo Credit: Doug Fulton
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Blind Lemon Jefferson (1897-1929)
At the outset of the 1920s, when the blues industry
' was enamored with female singers such as Ma
Rainey and Bessie Smith, Blind Lemon Jefferson
brought attention to male blues artists. Regarded
as the “Father of the Texas Blues,” Blind Lemon
Jefferson revolutionized guitar styles in the region,
influencing artists such as T-Bone Walker and Stevie
Ray Vaughan, who followed in his footsteps.

Blind Lemon Jefferson (1920s)
Photo credit: Wikipedia

Sunnyland Slim (1907-1995)
A blues journeyman, Sunnyland Slim
brought the original Mississippi Delta
blues sound first to Memphis and then
Chicago. Once there, Sunnyland Slim’s
piano style influenced many young
bluesmen, including the likes of Muddy
Waters and B.B. King, whom he helped
gain footholds in the blues industry.

Sunnyland Slim
Photo credit: Jan Persson

Bessie Smith (1894-1937)

An influential blues and jazz figure in the
early 20th century, Bessie Smith was one
of the most successful musicians of her
time. Touted as the “Empress of the
Blues,” Bessie Smith brought a genuine
fervor to vaudevillian blues with her
bright vibrato, clear intonation, and
growling, guttural delivery.

Bessie Smith (1936)
Photo credit: Carl Van Vechten; Library of Congress
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Visiting The Rep

Milwaukee Repertory Theater’s Patty and Jay Baker
Theater Complex is located in the Milwaukee I e
Center downtown at the corner of Wells and Water

Streets. The building was formerly the home of the MILWAUKEE

Electric Railway and Light Company.
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The Rep Values Your Support

Financial support enables The Rep to:

% Advance the art of theater with productions that inspire
individuals and create community dialogue;

% Provide aricher theater experience by hosting Rep In Depth,
Talkbacks, and creating Play Guides to better inform our
audiences about our productions;

% Educate over 20,000 students at 200+ schools in the greater
Milwaukee area with Rep Immersion Day experiences, student
matinees, workshops, tours and by making connections with
their school curriculum through classroom teaching programs
such as Reading Residencies and Scriptworks;

The Ticket Office is visible on the left upon entering
the Wells Street doors. The Stackner Cabaret is
located on the second level and can be accessed via
the escalator or elevator.

% Maintain our commitment to audiences with special needs
through our Access Services that include American Sign
Language interpreted productions, captioned theater, infrared
listening systems and script synopses to ensure that theater at
The Rep is accessible to all;

% Educate the next generation of theater professionals with our
Artistic Intern Program which gives newly degreed artists a
chance to hone their skills at The Rep as they begin to pursue
their theatrical careers.

We value our supporters and partnerships and hope that you will
help us to expand the ways Milwaukee Rep has a positive impact on
theater and on our Milwaukee community.

Donations can be made on our
website at www.MilwaukeeRep.com

or at 414-224-9490.

The Rep receives support from:
The Lynde and Harry Bradley Foundation
The Richard & Ethel Herzfeld Foundation

David and Julia Uihlein Charitable Foundation
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