
 1 
Villanova Theatre, 2017-18 Season 

Created by Megan Schumacher, Education Dramaturg, mschum10@villanova.edu 

Production Photos courtesy  of Kimberly Reilly and Ann Marley, Villanova Theatre Marketing 

Education Guide 



 2 

 

Welcome to the Villanova Theatre Education Guide for our         

production of Intimate Apparel. This resource is intended to help      

individuals, educators, and students gain additional insight into the 

production. It includes discussion questions to consider before seeing 

the show as well as after, and suggested activities to help you engage 

with the show on a more intimate level.  
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A Synopsis 
 

In her play Intimate Apparel, Lynn Nottage places her characters in a world of structured boundaries based on race,     
gender, and class. The driving energy of the play is Esther, an African-American woman whose profession demands that 
she seek intimate proximity in a world built on prejudiced distance. Esther and the other racial and religious minorities who 
live in 1905 Lower Manhattan struggle to make choices related to love and labor that are not encumbered by the structures 
of division that society has created. Nottage reaches for a world in which honest self-expression in labor and love creates 
pathways for breaking down divisions based on inequity and prejudice.  
(Courtesy of Villanova Theatre Graduate Student, Alexandra King) 
 

The Characters 
 
Esther Mills, a thirty-five year old African American woman, makes her living as a seamstress, particularly in finely       
detailed, exquisite intimate apparel.  She has been living in Mrs. Dickson’s boarding house since she arrived from South 
Carolina at 17 years of age. Esther is saving her money earned through her sewing in hopes of owning a beauty parlor 
someday.  She struggles with her single status having watched twenty-two girls leave the boarding house newly married. 
 
Mrs. Dickson, an African American woman in her fifties, is a widow, whose husband’s passing left her financially secure 
as the owner of a boarding house.  She has watched many young, single, African American women pass through her 
home, and she is intent on finding Esther a “suitable” match, someone with secure job and financial means.   
 
Mrs. Van Buren, a white, childless, New York City socialite in her thirties, is one of Esther’s clients.  She fears that she 
can’t bear children and worries her husband may be having an affair.  She longs for her husband Harry’s attention and 
attempts to court that attention through Ester’s beautiful corsets.   
 
Mr. Marks, a Romanian Orthodox Jewish man in his thirties, sells beautiful fabric out of his home.  He and Esther share a 
love of beautiful fabric, which he receives from all over the world.  Mr. Marks claims that Esther is his favorite customer 
because of her appreciation for the fine material and will often set aside fabric he thinks she will appreciate.  He is          
engaged to a fellow Romanian Orthodox Jewish woman, whom he has never met. 
 
Mayme, a thirty year old African American prostitute and ragtime singer and pianist, is Esther’s best friend.  She has led a 
hard life but basks in the independence her job affords her.  While she may dream of being a concert pianist in Prague, 
she is grounded in the reality of her world, one that involves a rotating assortment of men and the opportunity to play piano 
nightly in the saloon. 
 
George Armstrong, a thirty-something Barbadian working on the building of the Panama Canal, longs to be treated as a 
man as opposed to chattel.  He wants to escape the dangerous, back-breaking digging of the canal and is intrigued by the 

hope of America.  He sees his way out through his courtship of Esther in a series of weekly love letters.    
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Discussion Questions (Characters) 

 
Pre-Show Question: 
1. Read each character’s description carefully.  What do you notice about the characters?  Do they share anything in   
common? If so, what? Where do they diverge and how so?  Pay attention to how their similarities and differences play out 
in the Villanova Theatre production. 
 
During-Show Activities: 
2. Actors are called to make choices on stage.  Some of the choices an actor makes are driven by the director.  Others are 
driven by the actor.  Before attending the show, choose a character that speaks to you.  Familiarize yourself with the     
description of the character.  As you are watching the play, pay attention to the choices the actor is making in order to  
convey their character. 
 
3. While Mrs. Dickson may be a bit of snob and a tad nosy, she cares deeply for Esther.  Pay attention to moments that 
highlight her love and concern for Esther. 
 
Post-Show Discussion Questions: 
4. In Production Dramaturg Andrea Rumble-Moore’s dramaturgical file for Intimate Apparel, available on Villanova Thea-
tre’s website, Andrea explains the origin of Esther’s name, stating: “Esther is a Persian name meaning ‘star’. It is connect-
ed to the biblical story of Esther who risked her life to save her exiled people from annihilation. The biblical Esther kept her 
Jewish identity a secret from her husband, the Persian King, until the King ordered all Jews be executed. She saved her 
people after revealing her true self to her husband.”  Having seen the production, do you think the Esther of Nottage’s play 
lives up to her namesake?  How so? 
 
5. During one of Esther’s visits, Mayme says to Esther after sharing a story from her childhood, “I wasn’t born this black 
and blue.”  Mayme is having some fun with wordplay in this moment.  She is a black woman, who has been bruised, not 
just by her daddy, but others, but she also blue.  That is, even while she may be singing a rag, she knows what it is to be 
blue and could just easily be singing the blues if it were a decade later.  How are all the characters in the play bruised and 
a little, or a lot, sad? 
 
6. In the first Act of the play, Esther says to Mayme, “We friends. Ain’t no Panama man gonna change that.”  At the end of 
the play, do you think Mayme and Esther will remain friends?  Or was Esther’s statement premature? 
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The Playwright 
 

A two-time Pulitzer Prize winning playwright, Lynn Nottage has won numerous other awards for her outstanding work,  
including a MacArthur “Genius Grant” Fellowship and PEN/Laura Pels Master Playwright Award.  Her plays, including 
Sweat, Ruined, Fabulation, or the Re-Education of Undine have been produced widely in the United States and throughout 
the world. She is currently working with composer Ricky Ian Gordon on adapting Intimate Apparel into an opera 
(commissioned by The Met/LCT).  She is also working on writing the book for a musical adaptation of Sue Monk Kidd’s 
The Secret Life of Bees. 
 
Nottage’s inspiration for Intimate Apparel came from cleaning out her grandmother’s brownstone where she found an old 
passport photo. In this picture was Nottage’s great grandmother and her two young daughters. All Nottage knew of her 
relative was that she had been a seamstress who had married a Barbadian immigrant and so Nottage began “searching 
for this woman who was part of the fabric of my life, but who was very much a mystery to me” (Nottage). She began      
researching turn of the century Manhattan, and from this research into the music, streets, and people of 1900s New York, 
Nottage wrote Intimate Apparel. 
(Courtesy of lynnnottage.com and Production Dramaturg, Andrea Rumble-Moore)  
 

Discussion Question (Playwright) 
 

Post-Show Discussion Question: 
1. In a June 2017 interview with William L. Hamilton of The New York Times, Nottage said [of theater], “It’s a communal 
collective art form.  Theater’s the most effective tool in building empathy.”  How does Nottage create empathy for all of her 
characters in Intimate Apparel?  Is she successful?  Does the Villanova production help to work as a tool to build           

empathy?  How so?  
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Intimacy in Intimate Apparel 
 

Intimate Apparel plays with the concept of intimacy.  In fact, the word intimate holds several different meanings.  One can 
create an intimate space in which people can feel warm and accepted, but an intimate space could also be a place where 
secrets are divulged.  Someone can be intimate with someone else like a friend, but there is also sexual intimacy.  Esther 
encounters all of these various forms of intimacy and more as she traverses into the most intimate of spaces, the         
bedroom, as she purchases, sews, and delivers her intimate apparel.  Indeed, every room on stage, including Mr. Marks’ 
shop, has a bed in it, and each bed is distinct from the others.  
 

Discussion Questions (Intimacy) 
 

Pre-Show Discussion Question: 
1. The characters in Intimate Apparel oftentimes find themselves in very intimate situations, but the intimacy they are     
experiencing may be false or misconstrued.  In that moment they may reveal something intimate or perceive something as 
intimate, when it’s not intended to be.  Before seeing the show, consider a time or space that appeared intimate to you, 
only to find out that it wasn’t.  Are there places in our contemporary world that foster a false sense of intimacy?  What   
happens when we think a space is intimate? 
 
2. When you think of a bedroom, what meaning does the word and space hold?  Make a list of the literal and abstract 
meanings of the word bedroom.   
 
During-Show Activity: 
3. As you are watching the play, note at least one intimate moment that takes place in each bedroom Esther traverses.   
 
Post-Show Question: 
4. What for you was the most intimate moment in the production?  Why? 
 
5. Nottage said of the beds, “I wanted to see the way in which [the beds] impact interactions.  Even if the bed isn’t used, 
even if no one sits on it, how does that change the sexual dynamic, the social intercourse?”  Having now seen the play, 
what do you think?  How does having a bed change the sexual dynamic of the characters in each scene?  How does it 
change the social intercourse that takes place between Esther and the rest of the characters? 
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Sex and Sexuality  
 

From the very first scene of the play until the middle of Act 2 with 
Mrs. Van Buren, homosexuality is implied, acknowledged, and 
recognized as a reality.  Esther is the first to imply that a        
character is gay, when Mrs. Dickson tries to match Esther with 
Mr. Charles.  Esther says of Mr. Charles, “But he’s been coming 
to these parties for near two years and if he ain’t met a woman, 
I’d bet it ain’t a woman he after. I’ve been warned about men in 
fine suits.”  That Esther acknowledges the possibility that Mr. 
Charles’s might be a homosexual speaks to the awareness of 
different sexualities that were openly practiced at the turn-of-the-
century.  In the early 20th century, up until the late 1920s,       
lesbians and gay men were more open about their                   
sexuality.  This was  particularly true in New York City, where gay 
men and lesbians were active members in the community even 
while there were the occasional raids of men’s bathhouses and 
dives. 
 
Prostitution, like homosexuality, was quite visible.  The Tenderloin district of New York City, which encompassed the area 
between 24th Street and 42nd Street, and 5th Avenue and 7th Avenue, was a haven for prostitution, gambling, concert 
halls, boxing, cock fights, and other vices.  There were hundreds of brothels, saloons, and dives, including black and tans, 
which employed Mayme.  Black and tans got their name because of the interracial mingling that took place in such        
establishments.  One of the reasons prostitution thrived as it did at the turn-of-the-century was because it was not         
illegal.  It wasn’t until the United States involvement in WWI when laws began to be passed. 

 

Discussion Questions (Sex and Sexuality) 
 

Pre-Show Activity: 
1. Before going to see the show, do some additional research.  Were there any other areas besides the Tenderloin that 
were known for prostitution in NYC?  In Act 1, Mrs. Van Buren mentions running away to become a Bohemian.  Look up 
the Bohemian Movement.  Who were some of the people that made up the movement?  What were they known for?  And 
finally, when George complains that coat Esther made him is too long, she tells him the shorter coats are worn by “sporting 
fellas.”  What did it mean to be a “sporting man” in the early 1900s? 
 
Post-Show Discussion Questions: 
2. Mrs. Buren is a complicated character.  When we first meet her, she tells Esther she had painted her boudoir vermillion 
red in hopes of seducing her husband, and she’s trying on a corset similar to the kind Esther created for a “singer 
friend.”  She is enticed by the Tenderloin and the “indecent” French, claiming to want to regain the affections of her        
husband.  In the same scene, however, she later states that if she were a brave woman, “I’d collect my things right now 
and find a small clean room on the other side of the park.”  Later, she will voice her desire to become a bohemian, stating, 
“A bohemian needn’t a husband, she’s not bound by convention.” 

What do you think is going on with Mrs. Van Buren?  Why is she such a complicated woman? 
 
3. Esther seems to be the only romantic in the cast of characters.  None of the other women speak of romantic love.  Mrs. 
Dickson says, “Love was an entirely impractical thing for a woman in her position,” and when Esther asks Mrs. Van Buren 
if she loves her husband, Mrs. Van Buren says, “I am a married woman, such a question is romantic.”  Why is love so   
unattainable for the characters in this play?  Why is it that Esther seems to be the only one to invest hope in its possibility? 
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The Panama Canal  
 

The idea of building a canal to connect the Atlantic Ocean and Pacific Ocean began as early as the 16th century.  The 
construction of the canal, however, didn’t begin until January 1880, when the French began their excavation Culebra 
Cut.  The French excavation marked the first phase of the construction of the canal.  It ended in 1904 because of poor  
engineering choices and the high mortality rate.  It is believed that as many as 22,000 workers died during the French 
phase.  In 1904, the United States took over the excavation and construction, which ended with the opening of the canal in 
August 1914.  While the construction of the Panama Canal was a tremendous engineering feat, employing over 56,000 
people under the American phase, numerous lives were lost due to accidents and disease.  From 1904 -1914, 5,600     
people died.  Some of these deaths were due to malaria, yellow fever, dengue fever, dysentery, and typhoid, but most 
were due to poor labor conditions, suffered the most by black laborers, who were predominantly West Indian, like 
George.  Some of the more violent deaths that occurred included being caught between the rails carrying dirt away,   
premature dynamite explosions, and mudslides.  

 

During-Show Activity (Panama Canal) 
 
 

During-Show Activity: 
1. In his second letter to Esther, George writes, “Today we      

severed the roots of a giant flamboyant, and watched it tumble 
to the ground.  I stood thigh deep in crimson blossoms, 
swathed in the sweet aroma of death and wondered how a 
place so beautiful could become a morgue.”  Pay attention to 
the many references to death George makes.  What other 
deaths does he describe?  What does he think about the loss 
of lives that he witnesses? 
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Immigrants and Migrants 
 

Turn-of-the-century New York City saw a dramatic rise of immigrants arriving, including West Indians, like George, Italians, 
which George mentions in Act 2,  and Jews from Eastern Europe, like Mr. Marks. At the same time as the stream of       
immigrants, there was the beginning of an influx of African Americans migrating from the South.  While the first Great    
Migration of southern blacks didn’t take place until the start of WWI, the first decade of the new century marked what was 
to come, with over 200,000 African Americans making the move in the early 1900s.  
 

During-Show Activities (Immigrants and Migrants) 
 

During-Show Activities: 
1. In Act 2, George claims that he came to America because of the picture she painted in her letters, but pay attention to 
George and what motivates him to come to America in Act 1.  What, besides Esther’s letters, may have enticed him to 
leave Panama for the United States?   
 
2. Mrs. Dickson is the only character who is originally from New York City.  Pay attention.  See if you can figure out where 
the others are from.  Sometimes, the audience is told explicitly, but other times, it is hinted at by a reference to something 
associated with the place of origin. 
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Seeing the show  
 

Villanova Theatre is excited to have you join us for Intimate Apparel. We want to offer a few reminders concerning theatre 
etiquette so that you will experience the best from the actors and production team who have worked hard to create the 
show for you. 
 

1. Remember to silence or turn off your phone.  Please do not place phones on vibrate because this, too, often makes 
a noise that can be distracting to those around you as well as the performers. 

 
2. Do not send or receive texts during the production.  Taking out your phone during the performance to check a text 
or to send one is distracting to those in the surrounding seats due to the light coming from your phone. 

 
3. Do not take photographs during the performance.  This is for the safety of our performers as well as laws            
surrounding intellectual property.  Best to sit back and enjoy the show, taking a mental image for your memory. 

 
4. Refrain from opening candy wrappers or anything that is going to make a noise.  This is distracting for those around 
you who are trying to listen to the performance as well as the actors who are working to create a world on the 
stage.  Please open any candy wrappers or tissue containers or other items that could potentially make a noise before 
the show begins. 

 
5. Refrain from talking.  Again, this is distracting to those around you as well as the actors on stage.  When on stage, it 
is often thought the actors are too far from the audience to hear what is happening.  This is far from the truth.  More 
often, actors can hear every movement, laugh, and spoken word. 

 
6. Finally, please refrain from touching actors during the performance.  Because Vasey Theatre is a thrust stage,    
actors often cross in front of audience members.  Unless you are invited to do so, you should not touch them. 

 
Thank you so much for making your Villanova Theatre experience the best for all involved. 
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