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Dreams die hard in Lynn Nottage's Intimate Apparel, a turn-of-the-century drama just unveiled at Baltimore's Center Stage during the company's 40th anniversary season. As long as those hopes survive, however elusive, they are as elegant and as well-appointed as the undergarment that is the play's centerpiece -- one sample wrapped around the central character and others arranged on dress forms floating above the stage. 

Filtering aspects of the African-American experience through an O. Henry sensibility, Nottage has written a piece that is dappled by familiar plot turns found in dozens of tales of marriages arranged blindly across miles and oceans. She uses a wedding corset as the central metaphor of her play, which unfolds on the gentle slope of the theater's rectangular thrust stage. The vast space is dotted here and there with objects that hint of a certain venue: a sewing machine, a saloon piano, a bed that doubles as a manufacturer's workbench, a chest, and a small desk. 
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	Shané Williams in Intimate Apparel
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Coming at a time of considerable experimentation with new forms in multicultural theater, Intimate Apparel -- to be re-staged later this spring at South Coast Repertory -- is an affectionate throwback to the gentle yet passionate theater pieces of Lorraine Hansberry and the younger August Wilson. George, in his way, displays the same weak core as Hansberry's Walter Lee Younger in A Raisin in the Sun. And even if the latter rises to the occasion and the former does not, Esther and George are as much a part of the continuum of history as is the Younger family. 

The play apparently had its origins in Nottage's own family history. But it was a photograph of a white satin wedding corset embossed with orange blossoms, contained in a volume depicting the history of lingerie, that directly sparked the creation of the piece when Nottage came across it at a public library. That photo has also sparked the imagination of costume designer Catherine Zuber. 

The cast is particularly well balanced. Shané Williams is a revelation as Esther, balancing a heartbreaking yearning with a sense of self-esteem that one imagines may have been rare among African American women in those days. Kevin Jackson brings an endearing robustness to George even as his less savory qualities emerge. Erica Gimpel is lush and potent as Mayme, who has seen wonderful ideas "conjured" in her room, then "left right on the table, in that bed there, or on this piano bench...scattered all over." Sue Cremin (Mrs. Van Buren), Steven Goldstein (Mr. Marks), and Brenda Pressley (Mrs. Dickson) bring sensitivity and presence to characters who have had their own dreams deferred or diluted. 

Ultimately, the six people around whom this story revolves find themselves onstage, hushed and reflective, part of a seemingly unchanged tableau. They have gone back to before, so to speak. Yet in confronting the intimacy of truth, each one's life has unquestionably been changed. 

This Review can be found in its entirety at:

http://www.theatermania.com/content/news.cfm/story/3236

