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In 1905, a Black seamstress named Esther sews her way out of poverty stitch by
delicate stitch, creating fine lingerie for her Manhattan clientele while longing for
a husband and a future. She finds common ground with a Jewish fabric merchant,

a relationship they both know cannot grow. So when correspondence with a
lonesome Caribbean man leads to a marriage proposal, she accepts. But as her

new marriage quickly leads to regret, Esther turns back to her sewing machine to
rebuild her life and refashion her future.
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The Playwright: Lynn Nottage
Lynn Nottage is an acclaimed playwright and screenwriter
from Brooklyn, New York. She is the only woman to have
twice received the Pulitzer Prize for Drama. Nottage’s need to
write Intimate Apparel was sparked by her curiosity
surrounding an old passport photograph she found of her
great grandmother. The stoic nature of the image of the
woman holding her two daughters betrayed nothing about
the lives of those photographed. All that Nottage knew of her
great grandmother was that she’d worked as a seamstress
and later went on to marry a Barbadian immigrant.

The Director: Tasia A. Jones
Intimate Apparel director Tasia A. Jones tackles the question, “What story are you
excited to share with audiences in the world of Intimate Apparel?” Tasia is a
professional director, actor, and theatre educator. She holds a BFA in Theatre Arts
from Boston University and pursued her MFA in Directing at Northwestern
University. She is also an artistic associate for Black Lives Black Words
International Project and the previous Artistic Fellow at Northlight Theatre.

In the play, playwright Lynn Nottage calls for two specific
images to end Act 1 & 2. Through the collaboration of director
Tasia A. Jones and scenic designer Scott Penner, we get a
snapshot into the complexity and depth of Esther's life. "These
photographs that you see so often in the public record, in
history books, in which White people are given first names and
last names, and the African Americans are unidentified. It was
saying that the next time you see these photographs I want you
to think about the rich and complicated histories of those
individuals that they’re not unidentified. That they’re individuals
that had these complicated lives like Esther." - Lynn Nottage

The World of the Play

The Cast
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Actors in order: Mildred Marie Langford, Yao Dogbe, Rashada Dawan, Sean Fortunato, Rebecca Spence, Felicia P. Fields

Meet the Team

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JaUfFWaczMI
https://youtu.be/WrFtrgeU2DA


Black Women Pioneers of the 1900's

Although the realities of Esther and Mayme following their dreams proved challenging, there were Black
women entrepreneurs & musicians that trailblazed many paths for Black women and men alike to become
successful, educated. and self-made in a white society. Pictured from left to right is Annie Turbo Malone,
Madam CJ Walker, Harriet Gibbs Marshall, and Florence Beatrice Price. Malone and Walker are hailed are
some of the first African American women to become millionaires from their cosmetics businesses. Marshall
and Price paved the way as African American women in classical music.

"The architecture of the play is very deliberate. It was designed around the sewing machine. At the very
beginning of the play the sewing machine is a symbol of her (Esther) oppression and at the very end of the
play she’s sitting at that sewing machine and it becomes a symbol of her liberation and is that she
recognized the power of her own fingers and that machine to determine how she’s able to move and self
actualize through the world." -Lynn Nottage

Black-Jewish Relations
Looking at Esther and Mr. Marks in the context of American society, a
friendship between the two would not be inconceivable. "In the late 19th and
early 20th centuries, [African Americans and Jewish Americans] began to
meet in Northern urban centers as two major migration streams intersected:
African Americans moving North and into cities in a decades-long flight from
oppression, violence, and discrimination called the Great Migration, and East
European Jews fleeing the same forces in a different setting." Continue
reading by clicking the photo on the left.

The Panama Canal
George immigrates to America after having worked on the Panama Canal. "When
the 48 mile-long Panama Canal officially opened in 1914, after 10 years of
construction, it fulfilled a vision that had tempted people for centuries, but had
long seemed impossible. But the project, which employed more than 40,000
laborers, also took immense liberties with human life. Thousands of workers were
killed." Continue reading by clicking the photo on the left.

Historical Background

Where can we see the ripple effects of history today?
What doors were opened because of these black female entrepreneurs? 
Do you know of any modern day black owned businesses? 
Where else in history and today have we seen cross-racial collaborations become a force
for positive change?

https://www.pbs.org/video/annie-turnbo-malone-mei86d/
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/marshall-harriet-gibbs-1868-1941/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AuYjx7zDBas
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-56322440
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/black-jewish-relations-in-the-united-states
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/how-panama-canal-took-huge-toll-on-contract-workers-who-built-it-180968822/


Activities

Instead of being able to design for themselves what they want to be,
each character is forced into a role that doesn't completely fit them.
They want more. They want to be seen and valued differently.

VISIONA
RY

Divinely Designed

On a piece of paper or online document, draw an outfit that best represents you and what you want to be. It
can be an entire outfit, a sneaker print, an article of clothing, whatever you like. Add colors/words/images
that showcases your sense of self and the qualities you feel you wear in the world. 

Throughout the play we see the main characters lose confidence in themselves and their abilities, due to the  
societal pressures placed on them based on their gender, race, religion, class, and country of origin.

How do you see yourself?
What are the things you value in yourself?
How can you show others your truest self with the
clothes you wear?

What different identities do you have?
What expectations are placed on you based on these identities?
How do your goals fit within or outside of these expectations?

In the play, Esther has to negotiate her own dreams and aspirations in order to
accommodate two different identities, being Black and being a woman. After many
obstacles and losses, she recognizes her own power and begins a journey to move
through the world on her own, following her dreams.

Between Two Worlds

Draw a Venn Diagram and explore two identities OR two conflicting interests that you have. Each of the
larger circles should represent those identities/interests and the middle circle should explore what those two
identities/interests have in common. Feel free to use text, images, colors etc. that showcase these two
worlds.

BONUS! Watch an interview with the Playwright and Director!

Interested in more plays like Intimate Apparel?
Check out more of Lynn Nottage's plays, many of which explore social issues from the
past and present by clicking her photo to the left! "Sweat" features blue collar workers
in one of the poorest cities in America and "By the Way, Meet Vera Stark" tackles racial
stereotyping in 1930s Hollywood. 

https://youtu.be/g5QVhZnBg3Y
http://www.lynnnottage.com/publications.html

