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In Ashland, Oregon
A Word on the Word
First, however, a word on the word "intimate." Interestingly enough, the word is pronounced differently based on whether it is a noun/adjective or verb, and the meaning of the noun/adjective differs from its meaning as a verb. We all know that "intimate" as a noun/adj. means "inmost" or "closely personal," and that as a verb means to "hint at" or "suggest," but how, if at all, are these two fields of meaning connected? I discovered that the verbal use precedes the noun/adj. use, and could mean two things in the 16th century: (1) to proclaim or declare or (2) to be closely known. An example of each with suffice. From 1548 we have: "he incontinente did proclaime and intimate open war." Then, from 1614 we have, "As one as the commynge of ye Mayre was intymate and knowen to the ryotous persones, they fledde." Indeed, the two meanings are nicely wed in a 1642 quotation: "The Lord intimated his heart with this thought." Thus, by the middle of the 17th century, when the noun/adj. first came into use, intimate as a verb could suggest either the act of making something known or the revelelation of the secrets of the heart. After the noun/adj. came into common use, with its emphasis on "interior" or "inmost" knowledge or relationship, however, the verb retreated a bit to the "make known" or "hint" signification. Thus, a verb which began with two distinct meanings ended up adopting only one of them, leaving the "new" noun to pick up the other meaning.
Thus, by the 17th century the noun/adj. "intimate" came to be used when one wanted to describe a close personal relationship. Only in the early 20th century, however, did the association of "intimate" and "garments" come together. The earliest reference attested by the OED to this phenomenon came as recently as 1904: "Clothes hung on lines in all directions, intimate linen flapped in the wind." I am not sure when the first attestation of "intimate apparel" was, but it probably was well after 1904. I would suppose that it emerged probably a decade before Macy's or Bloomingdales first had a department of "Intimate Apparel," though I don't know when that was. Anyone know? Thus, the title of the play is probably anachronistic, though this is less than a quibble with Ms. Nottage.
Levels of Intimacy in Intimate Apparel
Though it might appear that the obvious place to start is to consider how the apparel Esther sews is a metaphor for the intimate personal relationships she or her customers have with people, we should start our trajectory of intimacy not with face to face human interaction but with letters exchanged between people. While Esther is hard at work making corsets and other female undergarments, she receives an unsolicited letter from a certain Mr. George Armstrong, a Caribbean Black man working on the Panama Canal. The letter informs Esther that George found out about her from a deacon in her church who labored near him, and that he would be happy to carry on a correspondence with her. 
Esther, though an exceedingly proper woman, is clearly taken by the bold but eloquent letter of Mr. Armstrong. After confessing her inability to read or write, she allows her high society client to compose and send off inviting, and increasingly seductive letters in response to Mr. Armstrong. Thus, a relationship develops, with a certain amount of intimacy, between two people who have never spoken a word to each other. We learn later that Mr. Armstrong also was illiterate, and one of his companions composed letters for him for $.10 per letter. Thus, we are encouraged to probe the nature of intimacy from the fact that the two leading lights of the play are, at first, two steps removed from what we consider the first step in human intimacy: face to face encounter. They write, rather than meet face to face, but the words themselves are not their own. Eventually, Mr. Armstrong proposes to her by a letter, and she accepts his offer for marriage. 
Written correspondence is also the basis of another relationship that should lead to intimacy. Mr. Marks, an upright Romanian Jew, is Esther's supplier of fabric. He wears black, despite his dealing in gabardine, nainsook, silk and all kinds of alluring fabrics, because this simple color connects him to his ancestors and allows him, thereby, to honor God. But he is betrothed to a woman from the home country, a woman he has never met, in a marriage arranged according to the custom of his people. He has received missives informing him of this fact, but my mind is not fully clear as to how he tried to develop the relationship with his future wife by mail.
But both of these letter-oriented relationships will be strained or broken by the developments in Esther's life. 
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Further along the "Trajectory" of Intimacy 
In addition to the "letter" relationships described in the previous essay, we have at least seven relationships of varying degrees of intimacy which the play probes or mentions. They are: (1) Esther and George after they get married; (2) Esther and Mrs. Van Buren, the society lady; (3) Esther and the Mayme, the prostitute; (4) Esther and Mrs. Dickson, her landlady; (5) Esther and Mr. Marks, her supplier; (6) George and Mayme; (7) Mrs. Van Buren and her husband. Space doesn't permit an exploration of all of these relationships. The following points are intended to encourage you to reflect on how they "work," however. To let you know my "bottom line," I will argue that Nottage never portrays a male-female relationship "working," and that the only one that has a chance of working because of obvious "chemistry" between the two (Esther and Mr. Marks), cannot work because of religious and racial difference. 
Esther and Mr. Armstrong
We learn very quickly after their marriage that Esther and Mr. Armstrong really aren't fit for each other. Esther is a deeply reflective and religious person, whose patient work at sewing and painful shyness are not mirrored well in Mr. Armstrong's character. He is a rough-living and unreflective worker, whose pride is quickly clipped in the stratified New York society and whose religious language in his letters was really not sincerely spoken. He, predictably, has or develops a drinking problem, and eventually is offended by the thought of his wife as a sexual being. He wants a woman who is freer with her body, and this he finds in Mayme, the prostitute and friend of Esther. But Esther is almost desperate to maintain his love and his attention, and finds herself foolishly giving him every penny of her hard-earned savings over 18 years in hopes that he will just hug her and treat her with love. Love is a dream, a sort of construction of the imagination, and it grips and controls our longings, despite its often evanescent character. 
Even as Esther's relationship with George falls apart, however, we have other male-female relationships lacking intensity and true intimacy. Mayme turns tricks with regularity, even though she is not a heartless or cold woman. She had talent as a concernt pianist, and often will thinking longingly on what might have happened had she pursued that career sitting rather than her current career lying on her back. But she, too, is prone, so to speak, to the verbal and physical ministrations of one of her customers, who turns out to be Mr. Armstrong. She, who is barely alive, becomes the more animated with Esther just as Esther's glow begins to fade. The promise of true intimacy works its deceptive magic into the hearts of the women before it leaves them shattered and confused and poorer by far than before they met Mr. Armstrong.
And there is more. Esther is early warned by her landlady, Mrs. Dickson, to beware the wiles of men. She has been around the block numerous times and doesn't feel that Esther is being circumspect enough in entering into a relationship with an unseen man. Men, in Mrs. Dickson's perspective, try to take advantage of women and use them. Esther ignores her well-meaning realism/cynicism and plunges ahead to marry Mr. Dickson.
Then, there is Mrs. Van Buren, the society woman. She is the one who is never short of cash, but she is quite empty in matters of the soul. She plaintively shares with Esther that Esther is the only person to have entered her bourdoir in the past six months, suggesting not only a frosty relationship with Mr. Van Buren but a sense that women's space together provides a level of understanding and communication that is impossible with a man. Indeed, in a "2006 moment" in the play, Mrs. Van Buren at one instant plants a kiss on Esther's lips. 
The Potential "Good" Relationship
When Mr. Armstrong leaves Esther, her life is in shambles. But she and Mr. Marks are intextricably drawn to one another. At first the intermediary of their love is fabric--it receives the caresses of Mr. Marks and the loving hugs of Esther. But as time goes on their eyes meet, and in one revelatory moment in the play Esther actually touches Mr. Marks, something that is forbidden in his religion (he can only touch his wife and his female relatives). The chemistry is unmistakable; the longing between the two is palpable; the sense of soul-connection is patent. But they cannot "connect" with each other because of the strictures of the times. If George Armstrong gets discouraged because he isn't interested in taking a job in one of the few avenues open to a black man (a porter or bellman in a city hotel), both Mr. Marks and Esther would be shunned by a society which wouldn't understand interracial coupling, much less a marriage between a Black Christian from NC and a Romanian Jew from NYC. The "right" relationships don't work for a variety of reasons and the one " wrong" relationship cannot work because of societal prejudice.
The Play Ends
And so, after losing her money and her husband, Esther trudges back to Mrs. Dickson's boarding house in order to see if her room remains unrented. In fact, it is still available. The final scene of the play shows Esther sitting down at her sewing maching and flexing her fingers with obvious delight. She is wiser; she has shown her resilience; she has triumphed over the waves that threatened to upset the bark of her life. We are left with a sense of the strength of the human spirit and the feeling that if Esther is to make it, it will have to be because of her own fingers, her own efforts, with no help from a man. Perhaps that is the message of the play, and it is an upbeat message. But a message I also got was that male/female relationships are just not going to work. They lead to cynicism or emotional distance or deceit or broken hearts. Maybe they do, indeed. But, still, people of all ages will continue to hope. Despite the "odds." Despite the potential pain. Maybe, we think, it will "work." And, maybe it will. Intimate Apparel helps provide the context for asking these questions anew in a focused and fresh way. And that, indeed, is worth the cost of admission.
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