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Intimate Conversation: An Interview with Lynn Nottage
STEVE LICKTEIG: What was the inspiration for Intimate Apparel?

LYNN NOTTAGE: The play was inspired by my greatgrandmother, Ethel Boyce, who arrived alone in New York City in 1902. She was an amazing seamstress who specialized in intimate apparel for women. Plain and deeply religious, it was believed by her seven younger sisters that she would never marry. But, despite the family predictions, she began corresponding with a man in Panama who had seen a portrait of Ethel hanging above her uncle’s bunk. That man was to become my great-grandfather, George Armstrong, who left us nothing but a few fragmented tales of the hardship of working on the Panama Canal. He died prematurely when he was hit by a stone while proselytizing on a speaker’s corner. The story may be apocryphal, but it’s what I’ve come to

embrace as the truth.

SL: So a family story provided the inspiration. Where did you go from there?

LN: I began my research at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black

Culture in Harlem and the main branch of the New York Public Library, which I love. I

like to begin my research with one central image, and then build outward from there: a photograph of a person, a room, or an article of clothing. I found an image in a lingerie history book of a beautiful white satin wedding corset embossed with orange blossoms. It was delicate and graceful—exactly what I imagined Esther would create for her wedding night. The image was dated 1905. That year became my departure point, my anchor. From there, I spent many hours in the library poring over images of Old New York and the Panama Canal Zone, and newspapers from 1905. The newspaper advertisements and classified pages turned out to be the most valuable source of information. My goal wasn’t to become an expert, but rather to familiarize myself with the social and cultural aspects of the period to the point where I felt comfortable enough to abandon the research for the world of the play.

Well, I’ve had an under-indulged fascination with New York City history and Caribbean history. This play allowed me to merge those interests, while exploring the journey of my ancestors. Tens of thousands of Caribbean people made their way to America via Panama during the early part of the twentieth century; the building of the Canal inadvertently led to one of the most important and overlooked migrations of the twentieth century. It’s estimated that one-third of the African Caribbean men from Barbados alone left the island to work on the Panama Canal. It was treacherous work, but most saw it as a stepping-stone to a better life. As it stands, the Panama Canal remains one of the great achievements and great tragedies of the twentieth century. As George says in one of his letters to Esther, “one man drops for every twenty feet of canal dug.”

SL: Intimate Apparel shows us the lives of several different women who live in the same society, yet who share similar dramas. What is your play saying about the shared experiences of even the most seemingly different women?

LN: The women in the play are bound by circumstance; they’ve all been imprisoned in some way by society’s limited expectations. In 1905, the suffragette movement was in its infancy, and the average American man did not view women as his equal. The women in the play, while they may not be able to fully give voice to their frustrations, understand on some basic level that they share a common struggle. But there also remains a racial and social gulf that divides them.

SL: Esther’s talent as a designer and creator of lingerie somewhat frees her financially, but also artistically.

Do you think Esther would think of herself as an artist?

LN: Esther is an expert craftsperson plying her trade during an era when fine clothing still reflected a personal touch. Yes, she’s talented, but not an artist in the traditional sense. I don’t believe that she views herself as an artist. She doesn’t consciously set out to create art, which is part of her tragedy. If she viewed herself as an artist, then perhaps she wouldn’t have such complicated issues of self-esteem.

SL: Who would Esther be today? Who is her modern equivalent?

LN: Esther would probably be a successful public relations executive. But on her days off she would create the most wonderful little handcrafted quilts and colorful silk camisoles that she’d sell on eBay for a fortune. No doubt, she’d be a modern woman pursuing her dreams. She would no longer be defined or valued based upon her relationship to a man.

SL: There’s a lot left unsaid in Intimate Apparel. For example, the relationship between Esther and Mr. Marks, the Jewish shop owner, is full of emotional action but little is spoken. Can you talk about that a bit?

LN: The play is set during a period when class, race, and social mores erected such insurmountable barriers, that even the most unadorned of emotions were impossible to express freely. Remember, the language of emotions that has evolved from a hundred years of a culture of psychology did not exist for Esther or Marks. So they communicated through subtle gestures. How does one who’s bound by tradition break tradition? And what does that do to one’s understanding of the world?

This is one of the dilemmas that both Esther and Marks face.

SL: Why do you write plays as opposed to novels, essays, prose, etc.?


LN: I am drawn to the interplay of voices on a stage. But I think mostly I write plays because I love the collaborative aspect of theater. A play begins with a solitary act, a few words and ideas typed across the computer screen. Those words then get interpreted by a director, by actors, by designers, and finally by an audience. It is then that it becomes something more complicated and layered; it becomes the voice of many artists. I find it exciting to sit through a production of one of my plays, knowing that I have a level of intimacy with the characters, but still not entirely sure who they will be from night to night. I almost always make discoveries about the play. An actress might lift her finger in a subtle way that suddenly and brilliantly elucidates character or the audience might fall silent and that silence will resonate in unexpected way that opens a door for me. Someone likened writing a play and the collaborative process to skillfully introducing a topic at a dinner party. It’s fascinating to listen to how people respond to an idea, how they build upon it, deconstruct it, twist and turn it until it becomes their own. I write plays because I find a lively conversation more informative and engaging than an evening alone with my computer and a glass of wine.
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