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Intimate Apparel Summary
Love, ambition, and fabric in a woman's life.

Written by Books1
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About the book

Set in the early 1900s, "Intimate Apparel" by Lynn Nottage weaves a

poignant tale of longing, ambition, and the quest for identity through the life

of Esther, a lonely African-American seamstress in New York City. As she

skillfully crafts delicate lingerie for the city's elite, Esther grapples with her

desires for love, security, and artistic recognition against the backdrop of

societal constraints and racial prejudice. Nottage's richly drawn characters

and evocative language illuminate Esther's struggle to navigate a world

where intimacy and connection seem perpetually out of reach, inviting

readers to explore themes of vulnerability, self-worth, and the transformative

power of hope. Delve into this beautifully crafted narrative that not only

captures the essence of its time but resonates with the universal search for

belonging and understanding.
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About the author

Lynn Nottage is a distinguished American playwright and screenwriter,

renowned for her profound contributions to contemporary theater. Born on

November 2, 1964, in Brooklyn, New York, Nottage's works often explore

themes of identity, culture, and the complexities of the human experience,

particularly through the lens of African American narratives. She is the first

woman to win the Pulitzer Prize for Drama twice, first for her powerful play

"Intimate Apparel" in 2004, and again for "Sweat" in 2017. Nottage's

compelling storytelling and rich character development have earned her

acclaim and respect in the theater community, making her a vital voice in

American literature. Her exploration of social issues and personal struggles

resonates deeply with audiences, showcasing her ability to weave authentic

emotions into her narratives.
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Chapter 1 Summary: PRODUCTION HISTORY

Production History of *Intimate Apparel*

*Intimate Apparel*, a poignant play that explores themes of love, identity,

and the struggles of African American women in the early 20th century, was

commissioned and first produced at South Coast Repertory in Costa Mesa,

California, and at CENTERSTAGE in Baltimore, Maryland, with its

premiere on April 18, 2003. Under the direction of Kate Whoriskey, the

production featured a creative team that brought the world of early 1900s

Manhattan to life, including set designer Walt Spangler and costume

designer Catherine Zuber. The initial cast included Shané Williams as

Esther, the central character, alongside Brenda Pressley as Mrs. Dickson,

Sue Cremin as Mrs. Van Buren, Steven Goldstein as Mr. Marks, Erica

Gimpel as Mayme, and Kevin Jackson as George.

The play made its New York debut with the Roundabout Theatre Company

on April 8, 2004, directed by Daniel Sullivan. This production featured

Viola Davis in the lead role of Esther, with a cast including Lynda Grávatt,

Arija Bareikis, Corey Stoll, Lauren Velez, and Russell Hornsby. Both

productions received critical acclaim for their profound storytelling and

evocative performances, enhancing the exploration of the main character's

inner struggles and desires against the backdrop of the harsh realities of life
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in Lower Manhattan.

Characters Overview

The play features a diverse cast of characters that illuminate the varied

experiences of women and immigrants in early 20th-century New York:

- Esther: An African American woman in her thirties, striving for love,

 independence, and personal fulfillment in a society that often marginalizes

her.

- Mrs. Dickson: An older African American woman in her fifties who

 serves as a maternal figure and advocate for Esther, guiding her through

life's challenges.

- Mrs. Van Buren: A white American woman in her thirties,

 representing the upper class; she seeks connection in her lonely life and

finds a friend in Esther.

- Mr. Marks: A Romanian Orthodox Jewish immigrant in his thirties

 who develops a complex relationship with Esther, embodying the

immigrant experience and bridging cultural divides.

- Mayme: An African American woman, also in her thirties, who shares

 similar struggles to Esther and provides insight into the friendships and

support systems among women.

- George: A Barbadian immigrant in his thirties, whose own aspirations
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 and journey intersect with Esther's quest for love.

Setting and Time

Set in the year 1905 in Lower Manhattan, the play provides a rich

 historical backdrop that highlights the intersections of race, class, and

gender. This period was marked by significant social change, as various

immigrant groups navigated their identities and aspirations within a rapidly

modernizing society.

Production Note

The minimalist set design allows for fluid transitions between various

bedrooms that serve as the primary settings for the characters’ personal

dramas. The intentional sparseness enhances the emotional weight of the

scenes, emphasizing the interior lives and relationships of the characters.

Blackouts strategically indicate the end of acts, guiding the audience through

the unfolding narrative seamlessly. 

Through its intricate weave of personal struggles against societal constraints,

*Intimate Apparel* captures the essence of hope and resilience, reflecting

the nuanced experiences of its characters.
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Chapter 2 Summary: ACT ONE

### Summary of Act One

Scene 1: Wedding Corset: White Satin with Pink Roses

The story unfolds in 1905 Lower Manhattan, where Esther Mills, a plain but

talented African American seamstress in her mid-thirties, is preparing a

wedding camisole for her friend Corinna Mae. Mrs. Dickson, the landlady,

enters to discuss a gentleman named Mr. Charles, recently promoted to head

bellman, who has taken a liking to Esther’s bread pudding. Despite Mrs.

Dickson’s encouragement for Esther to embrace the celebratory atmosphere

and consider romance, Esther feels overshadowed by Corinna Mae's beauty

and laughter, revealing her insecurities about being overlooked at yet

another wedding.

Esther’s self-doubt is further emphasized as she shares her feelings about

aging and being alone, noting her recent thirty-fifth birthday. Mrs. Dickson

expresses affection for Esther, recalling her arrival at the rooming house as a

young girl. After a playful argument about a letter Esther receives from a

stranger named George Armstrong, currently working at the Panama Canal,

Esther hesitantly chooses not to open it, feeling conflicted about pursuing

romantic correspondence.
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Scene 2: Gardenia Ball Corset: Pink Silk and Crêpe de Chine

We transition to a luxurious boudoir where Mrs. Van Buren seeks Esther’s

help with her attire for the Gardenia Ball. While fitting her low-cut corset,

Mrs. Van Buren reveals her frustrations in her marriage and desire for more

recognition, implying that her husband neglects her. This exchange

highlights the contrast between their lives—Esther's working-class struggles,

and Mrs. Van Buren's societal pressures as a white woman.

Esther reflects on her own perspective on independence and aspirations and

confides about her correspondence with George, noting her anxiety about

inadequacy due to her illiteracy. Mrs. Van Buren, intrigued, offers to help

Esther write back to George, encouraging her to embrace the romance

developing between them. However, Esther is cautious, fearing judgment

from Mrs. Dickson if she expresses her more intimate thoughts.

Scene 3: Imperial Silk: Embroidered with Blue Thread

In a cramped tenement apartment, Mr. Marks, a charming Orthodox Jewish

fabric salesman, frantically prepares for Esther’s visit. Their dynamic

showcases tension as Esther evaluates beautiful fabrics, revealing a deep

appreciation for quality craftsmanship. Marks offers her luxurious materials

at low prices, introducing intimacy through their discussions. The chemistry
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between them grows as Marks shows an inability to touch Esther due to his

religious beliefs, which complicates their burgeoning connection.

Scene 4: Heliotrope Handkerchief

Mayme, a vibrant African American woman and aspiring concert pianist,

welcomes Esther into her chaotic world, highlighting her frustrations with

the male patrons who disrespect her. Their candid conversation centers

around their dreams, struggles, and aspirations. Esther shares her longing for

a future beauty parlor business, longing to uplift women like Mayme, while

Mayme remains skeptical and cynical, using humor to mask her pain.

As their friendship deepens, Esther reveals her ongoing correspondence with

George, a man she has yet to meet. Their playful banter ensues, leading

Mayme to suggest that Esther should describe herself lovingly to George,

believing he wants to know her inner beauty, not just her physical

attractiveness.

Scene 5: Hand-Dyed Silk

In Esther's bedroom, Mrs. Dickson confronts Esther about her budding

relationship with George, expressing doubt and concern for Esther’s

well-being. Mrs. Dickson shares her own harsh realities of life and love,

advising Esther against investing too much emotionally in someone so far
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away. As their conversation unfolds, it becomes evident that Esther values

her independence and hard work, symbolized by her quilt—the culmination

of her labor and dreams.

Mrs. Dickson, however, further expresses the harsh realities for women like

Claire, warning of the dangers of naivete in romance and domestic life.

George, who is heartbroken and facing death in Panama, continues his

correspondence with Esther, embodying a heartfelt emotional connection,

longing for a relationship that transcends physical presence.

Scene 6: White Cotton Bed Linen

Now in Mayme's boudoir, excitement fills the air as Esther reveals her

engagement to George. While joyously celebrating the moment they toast to

her future, doubts and fears about her decision surface, highlighting her

internal struggle between hope and reality. Mayme supports her friend's leap

into marriage, while Esther contemplates the implications of her decision on

her future identity and independence.

Mrs. Dickson packs Esther’s belongings, and their dialogue reflects a

bittersweet farewell as Esther prepares to embrace a new chapter of life. Yet,

the realities of marriage whirl in the background, foreshadowing the

complexities and expectations of love. The act concludes with Esther

stepping forward to meet George—a defining moment that signifies her
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choice for love over loneliness.

### Themes

- Identity and Personal Agency: Esther's journey illustrates the struggle

 for self-identity against societal and gender expectations.

- Love and Longing: The nuanced exploration of love, from hopeful

 dreams with George to frank conversations with Mayme and Mrs. Dickson,

showcases multifaceted relationships among women.

- Socioeconomic Struggles: The play underscores the stark contrasts in

 living conditions and opportunities among women of different races and

classes.

- Friendship and Community: The camaraderie among the women

 serves as a source of strength and solace, highlighting the importance of

seeking support among each other amid the challenges they face.

This summary provides an overview of the first act's events and main

themes, setting the stage for the evolving narrative surrounding Esther's life

and relationships.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Identity and Personal Agency

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing in the shoes of Esther Mills,

feeling the weight of societal expectations pushing down upon you

while simultaneously yearning for your own identity and

independence. This chapter encourages you to examine your own

life—are there aspects where you feel stifled by external pressures?

Esther’s journey inspires you to carve out your own path, embrace

your uniqueness, and assert your agency, reminding you that your

dreams and aspirations hold the power to shape your narrative, no

matter the circumstances.
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Chapter 3 Summary: ACT TWO

Act Two Summary

In the second act, we continue to follow Esther and George's tumultuous

married life, marked by miscommunication and conflicting desires. 

Scene I: The Wedding Corset  

Esther and George stand in their bedroom after their wedding. Estranged

feelings seep through their awkward interaction. Esther expresses

disappointment that she doesn't feel any different after their nuptials and

wishes her family, particularly her mother, had witnessed the momentous

occasion. George, wearing his worn suit, tries to reassure her that they have

plenty of time to get to know each other. As they navigate their intimacy for

the first time, Esther reveals her inexperience and hesitance while George

attempts to make the situation feel less daunting. They share their personal

histories, revealing Esther’s painful past of loss and hardship, and George

recounts a lineage of labor and oppression. The scene ends with their

physical connection, marking a new chapter in their relationship. 

Scene II: Valenciennes Lace  
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Back in their modest bedroom, George expresses discontent with his

unemployed status and the pressures he feels to secure a good job. Esther

tries to support him, sewing his shirt, while George pleads for money to buy

a proper hat so that he can pursue work. He is frustrated with a previous job

opportunity where he believed he was overlooked due to racial bias. Esther

reluctantly gives in to his request, pulling money from their quilt to hand it

over to him. This moment highlights the strain on their marriage as George

becomes increasingly restless and yearning for better prospects. Ultimately,

he decides to leave for a drink, causing Esther to feel dejected and

concerned.

Scene III: Rose Chemise  

The narrative shifts to Mrs. Van Buren’s boudoir, where she and Esther

discuss matters of the heart and love. Esther struggles with her feelings of

love while also feeling disillusioned by her marriage to George. Mrs. Van

Buren offers her understanding, suggesting a visit to the countryside to

escape the city. They share an intimate moment that crosses the boundary

between friendship and romantic affection, leaving Esther conflicted.

Esther’s turbulent emotions manifest as she reflects on her marriage and the

deceitful nature of unfulfilled love. 

Scene IV: Gentleman’s Suit  
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In Mayme's boudoir, Esther learns that Mayme is smitten with a young man

she affectionately calls "Songbird." Mayme is caught between the thrill of

new romance and the reality of his commitments to another woman. The

contrast between the two women’s situations highlights the compromises

and sacrifices involved in relationships, especially across racial and societal

lines. Esther warns Mayme about becoming too emotionally invested in a

man who might not belong solely to her, illustrating the risks of yearning for

love in a complex world.

Scene V: Smoking Jacket  

As George interacts with Mayme, his affair becomes evident alongside

Esther's growing sense of betrayal. The intimacy shared between Esther and

George's union contrasts sharply with Mayme's relationship with him. Esther

confronts the realities of her marriage when she realizes George's infidelity,

leading her to a place of deep vulnerability and anger. In a desperate attempt

to reclaim her worth, she acknowledges the sacrifices she made, expressing a

longing to be valued and held, not just as a wife but as a person in her own

right.

Scene VI: Japanese Silk  

In Mr. Marks’ fabric shop, Esther gives him a token from her past,

symbolizing her desire to move forward and find agency in her identity.
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Their moment of closeness underscores the connection she feels with Mr.

Marks, contrasting with the distance she experiences with George. This

encounter reveals Esther’s strained reality as she grapples with her emotions

about love, sacrifice, and the pursuit of her dreams.

Scene VII: Patchwork Quilt  

Back to Mrs. Dickson’s rooming house, Esther’s past begins to catch up

with her, along with the realization that she has not escaped her struggles. As

she revisits her old sewing machine, she takes solace in her craft,

constructing a new quilt that symbolizes her resilience and creativity. The

act of sewing becomes a metaphor for mending—not only the quilt but also

her broken spirit. The moment serves as a poignant reflection on her

identity, potential, and the hope that still exists despite her challenges.

Throughout Act Two, Esther's journey encapsulates themes of love, identity,

fidelity, and the complexities of race and class in early 20th-century

America. The emotional weight of her experiences resonates as she

navigates the turbulent waters of marriage and self-realization against the

backdrop of a society rife with inequality.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of reclaiming one's identity and agency

amid adversity

Critical Interpretation: In 'Intimate Apparel,' as Esther confronts the

harsh realities of her marriage and personal struggles, she embarks on

a transformative journey towards regaining her sense of self. This

pivotal moment serves as a powerful reminder for you to embrace the

challenges life presents, allowing them to ignite your inner strength.

Just as Esther finds solace in her craft and rebuilds her fractured spirit,

you too can focus on the activities that empower you, helping to create

a life defined not by external circumstances but by your own desires

and aspirations. By reclaiming your identity, you pave the way for

personal growth and fulfillment, regardless of the obstacles in your

path.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 4: PRODUCTION HISTORY

Summary of Production History and Characters

Production History

"Fabulation, or The Re-Education of Undine" is a compelling theatrical

work that premiered on June 13, 2004, at Playwrights Horizons in New York

City. The play is directed by Kate Whoriskey, with notable designs

contributed by Walt Spangler (set), Kaye Voyce (costumes), David Weiner

(lighting), and Ken Travis (sound). The performance embraces a diverse

cast, featuring Charlayne Woodard as the central character, Undine,

surrounded by a multifaceted ensemble that brings to life a myriad of

supporting roles. The narrative is structured for rapid scene transitions to

maintain a fluid pace, ensuring an engaging, uninterrupted theatrical

experience.

Characters

The play showcases a diverse range of characters, each contributing to the

tapestry of Undine's journey. 
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- Undine is the protagonist whose story navigates complex themes of

 identity, race, and the consequences of her choices in a contemporary New

York City setting.

- The ensemble comprises four women and four men who take on

 multiple roles, enhancing the dynamism of the performance. Notable roles

include:

  - Stephie, who serves as both an inmate and various supporting

 characters.

  - Accountant Richard, who navigates the bureaucratic elements of

 Undine's story.

  - Hervé and Guy, who represent different aspects of Undine’s personal

 and social struggles.

  - Judge Henderson and Agent Duva, who reflect the judicial and law

 enforcement perspectives in her journey.

The play’s time is set in the present, situating the narrative in a relatable and

current context. The characters highlight the socio-economic and emotional

landscapes, revealing the struggles faced by individuals within the urban

environment. 

Author’s notes indicate the desire for a seamless performance without

intermissions, ensuring the audience remains engaged as the story unfolds.

The suggested doubling of roles among ensemble members allows for
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greater adaptability and highlights the interconnectedness of the lives

portrayed in the play. This structure not only creates a rich dialogue about

societal issues but also maintains a high-energy atmosphere throughout the

performance. 

Overall, "Fabulation" serves as an exploration of the complexities of modern

life, identity, and redemption, inviting audiences to reflect on their own

perceptions and experiences.
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Chapter 5 Summary: CHARACTERS

### Summary of Chapters

Setting: The play unfolds in present-day New York City, a vibrant yet

 challenging urban landscape filled with diverse characters grappling with

their circumstances.

Plot Overview: The narrative revolves around Undine, a central figure

 navigating the complexities of life while surrounded by a diverse ensemble

of characters, each portraying multiple roles that reflect various societal

issues. The play explores themes of addiction, motherhood, the justice

system, and social services, inviting the audience to ponder the

interconnectedness of these themes.

Chapter 1 - Introduction to Undine: We meet Undine, a resilient woman

 embodying the struggles of many in her environment. Her life is a tapestry

woven with experiences of love, loss, and survival. Through her character,

the audience is introduced to the challenges of addiction and motherhood,

setting the stage for a deeper exploration of her relationships and the societal

forces at play.

Chapter 2 - The Ensemble Cast: The ensemble, consisting of both
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 women and men, portrays various characters integral to Undine's story.

These include Gurards, Judge Henderson, and Agent Duva, who represent

the law and societal oversight, and individuals such as the Counselors and

Caseworkers who illustrate the support systems (or lack thereof) in place for

those struggling within the system. Rapid transitions between roles mirror

the chaos and fluidity of life in the city, emphasizing the interconnectedness

of each character's journey.

Chapter 3 - Societal Pressures and Expectations: As the plot develops,

 themes of societal pressure come to the forefront. Characters like the

Accountant Richard and the Drug Dealer highlight the economic struggles

and moral dilemmas faced by those living in marginalized communities.

Undine’s interactions with them reveal the harsh realities of survival and the

choices individuals must make, often leading them down precarious paths.

Chapter 4 - The Struggles of Motherhood: The narrative deepens as

 motherhood is examined through multiple lenses. Characters such as the

Young Pregnant Woman provide insight into the challenges of bringing new

life into a troubled world. Undine's own relationship with her motherhood

becomes a focal point, raising questions about responsibility, sacrifice, and

the hope for a better future for her children amidst overwhelming odds.

Chapter 5 - Intersections with the Justice System: As Undine navigates

 her life, the encroachment of the justice system becomes increasingly

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


pronounced. Judge Henderson and the Guards serve as symbols of authority,

raising concerns about fairness and the impact of systemic biases on

individuals already struggling. Through encounters with law enforcement,

the narrative tackles themes of injustice, highlighting the often antagonistic

relationship between marginalized communities and the legal system.

Chapter 6 - The Quest for Redemption: In the concluding chapter,

 themes of redemption and hope emerge. Characters like the Counselor and

Dr. Khdair represent the possibility of healing and the importance of

community support. Undine's journey culminates in a powerful moment of

self-realization, prompting her to confront her past and aspirations for the

future. The relentless pace of the play reflects the urgency of life, ultimately

leading the audience to consider the potential for change and growth within

themselves and society at large.

Conclusion: The play, through its rapid-fire dialogue and seamless

 transitions, captures the essence of modern urban life, where every

character's story is interwoven with the overarching narrative of survival and

resilience. The audience is left to reflect on the moral complexities of each

character's choices and the societal structures shaping their destinies.

Chapter Summary

Setting The play is set in present-day New York City, featuring diverse
characters facing various challenges.
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Chapter Summary

Plot Overview
Focuses on Undine and her interactions within a complex
society, exploring themes like addiction, motherhood, and
social systems.

Chapter 1 -
Introduction to
Undine

Introduces Undine, a resilient woman dealing with addiction
and motherhood, highlighting her struggles and relationships.

Chapter 2 - The
Ensemble Cast

Features a diverse cast illustrating various societal roles from
law to support systems, reflecting life’s chaos.

Chapter 3 - Societal
Pressures and
Expectations

Showcases economic struggles and moral dilemmas faced by
marginalized individuals through Undine's encounters.

Chapter 4 - The
Struggles of
Motherhood

Explores motherhood’s challenges, reflecting on responsibility
and hope for future generations in difficult circumstances.

Chapter 5 -
Intersections with the
Justice System

Examines systemic biases and the impact of the justice system
on marginalized communities through Undine's experiences.

Chapter 6 - The
Quest for
Redemption

Concludes with themes of hope and self-realization, as
characters represent healing and community support for
Undine.

Conclusion
Captures modern urban life, emphasizing survival and
resilience while provoking reflections on societal structures
affecting individuals.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The impact of systemic biases on marginalized

communities

Critical Interpretation: As you witness Undine's struggles with the

justice system, it becomes profoundly clear how the weight of

systemic biases can shape our paths in life. This chapter inspires you

to reflect on your own encounters with authority and the societal

structures surrounding you. It urges you to stand against injustice and

advocate for fairness not just for yourself, but also for those who

might not have a voice. The interconnectedness of your actions can

create ripples of change, encouraging you to foster empathy, support,

and a drive for equity in your community. You realize that recognizing

and addressing these biases in everyday life is essential for creating a

more just society.
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Chapter 6 Summary: PLACE

In this play set against the vibrant backdrop of New York City, an ensemble

 cast of four women and four men embodies a multitude of characters, with

the exception of Undine, a pivotal character likely central to the narrative.

The play is crafted to unfold with an energetic and fluid pace, eschewing

blackouts between scenes to cultivate a seamless storytelling experience.

Ideally, the performance should aim to flow continuously, with the

possibility of a brief intermission after Act 1, Scene 6, should circumstances

necessitate it.

Characters are designed for versatility, as actors play multiple roles,

showcasing their range and creating a rich tapestry of interactions. For

instance, Guy, Hervé, and Lance could inhabit a variety of male

figures—from an accountant and an applicant to more grim roles like a drug

dealer and an addict. Similarly, female roles have similar flexibility,

encompassing a pregnant woman, a counselor, and various inmates.

Key elements of this ensemble approach enhance the play's dynamics: Judge

Henderson and the guards can transition in and out of scenes across genders,

reinforcing the idea that societal roles and identities are fluid and complex.

This multifaceted structure mimics the chaotic life of the city itself, allowing

the playwright to examine deeper themes of identity, addiction, hope, and

the interconnectedness of lives in urban settings.
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Thus, the foundation of this play lies not only in its characters but also in its

rhythm and flow, inviting the audience to immerse themselves in a story that

reflects the pulse of New York City while addressing profound social issues.

As the performance unfolds, viewers will witness the intersections of these

diverse lives, each striving for meaning and connection amidst the frenetic

energy of the city.

Aspect Description

Setting New York City, vibrant and dynamic

Cast Ensemble of 4 women and 4 men, with actors playing multiple roles

Main
Character Undine (pivotal to the narrative)

Scene
Structure

Fluid and energetic, no blackouts; continuous flow with a brief
intermission after Act 1, Scene 6

Character
Versatility

Actors play various roles, ranging from an accountant to grim figures
like a drug dealer

Theme Explores identity, addiction, hope, and societal complexities

Dynamic
Elements

Fluid societal roles; Judge Henderson and guards shift genders and
roles

Audience
Experience

Immersive storytelling reflecting urban life's pulse and
interconnectedness
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Chapter 7 Summary: AUTHOR’S NOTE

### Author's Note Summary

The play features a versatile ensemble of four women and four men who

embody multiple characters, enhancing the adaptability and dynamism of the

production. An important exception is the character Undine, who is

portrayed by a single actress. The creative intent calls for a brisk and fluid

pace throughout the performance, ensuring that scenes transition smoothly

without any interruptions or blackouts until the conclusion of the piece.

Ideally, the play would be performed continuously, with an intermission

only if it becomes necessary after the first act concludes. The ensemble has

been crafted with suggested character pairings for efficient role transitions,

exemplifying the versatile range of the actors involved. For instance, one

actor may take on roles such as Guy, Hervé, or Lance, while another might

portray multiple characters including the Accountant Richard, an Addict, a

Mover, or an OBGYN doctor named Stephie. 

Other characters spread across the ensemble include Devora, a young

pregnant woman; Agent Duva, a rapper and drug dealer; and various

inmates, counselors, and authority figures such as Judge Henderson and the

Guards, all of whom can be portrayed by any member of the ensemble,

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


regardless of gender. This structure enhances the play's themes of

interconnectedness and social issues, allowing the narrative to resonate

through diverse perspectives. 

Overall, the staging should prioritize a sense of urgency and connection,

immersing the audience in the complexities of the characters' lives without

interruption, underscoring the realities faced by individuals in challenging

circumstances.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The power of interconnectedness and versatility in

storytelling.

Critical Interpretation: As you navigate through life, allow the lesson

from 'Intimate Apparel' to inspire you to embrace versatility in your

roles and relationships. Just as the actors embody multiple characters,

you too can adapt and respond to the changing circumstances around

you. Recognize the interconnectedness of your experiences and the

lives of others, understanding that every interaction shapes your

narrative. This fluidity can empower you to step outside of your

comfort zone, reinforcing the idea that embracing change and diversity

enriches your personal story and fosters empathy towards those

around you.
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Chapter 8: ACT ONE

### Summary of Act One

Scene 1:

The scene opens in Undine's business office, where she is a savvy,

overworked public relations consultant in her late thirties. A telephone

conversation reveals her practical, somewhat jaded attitude towards

fundraising—she feels that the expectations of her clients are unrealistic, as

donors today are more motivated by celebrity and glamour than altruism.

Her assistant, Stephie, enters with a questionable fashion sense and reveals

challenges in securing a celebrity for an upcoming event, to which Undine

responds with impatience and demands for a high-profile guest despite

acknowledging the difficulties. After a chaotic dialogue showcasing her

determination and cynicism, it is clear Undine is under immense stress.

Once alone, Undine expresses vulnerability by crying, but quickly composes

herself, revealing her resilient nature. Her accountant, Richard, arrives and

drops a bombshell: her husband Hervé has left her and stolen her money.

The tension heightens as Undine grapples with the betrayal and realizes her

dire financial situation, brought to the brink of bankruptcy. She reflects on

her identity and rise from humble beginnings, setting her against a backdrop
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of societal struggle.

When the FBI agent Duva enters, it shifts the drama further by accusing her

of identity fraud related to her husband’s activities. Undine, confused and

defensive, is determined to prove her worth and identity as she narrates her

backstory—she left home at thirteen, built a life where she opened a

successful PR firm, and married Hervé, who represented her idealized life.

However, her fainting spell hints at deeper troubles, signaling a crucial

turning point in her life.

Scene 2:

In a doctor's office, Undine confronts her anxiety revealed through her

abrupt smoking habit and dismissive attitudes toward health concerns. Dr.

Khdair diagnoses her with a severe anxiety attack after she confesses the

stress related to her husband’s betrayal, leading to shock when he reveals her

pregnancy. 

Recalling how she met Hervé at a party, Undine dissects her initial attraction

to him as sheer charm that masked underlying issues. The tone fluctuates

between personal reflection and dramatic irony, as her facade of confidence

starts unraveling.

Scene 3:

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Allison, Undine's friend, arrives to discuss the pregnancy and Hervé’s

inadequacies, leading to a poignant conversation about societal expectations

of motherhood and women’s roles in their relationships. The dialogue

reveals alliances and disappointments within their friendship as both women

navigate personal crises—Allison struggles with fertility while Undine

grapples with unplanned pregnancy. 

As furniture movers begin to disassemble Undine’s office—symbolizing her

fall from grace—her sense of loss deepens. Undine feels ostracized from

society’s elite due to the scandal and delves into self-pity, reflecting on the

harsh realities of her current status. Allison's superficial help intensifies

Undine's isolation, and their interaction reveals the vulnerability underlying

their bravado.

Scene 4:

Undine returns to her family's home in the Walt Whitman projects, starkly

contrasting her previous lifestyle. The family dynamic unfolds as they react

to her unexpected return, filled with brazen humor and familial tension. Each

family member’s character is revealed through exchanges filled with

sarcasm and concern, especially regarding their realities of public housing. 

Her brother Flow’s profound, philosophical remarks about the African
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American experience touch on themes of struggle, identity, and the pursuit

of purpose, ever-so-becoming a respite for Undine. As the family discusses

local news—specifically a fatal incident involving Velvet Whitehead, a

community member whose brilliance before his death serves as a metaphor

for lost potential—Undine’s thoughts spiral into existential considerations

about her own identity and societal perceptions, deepening her crisis.

Scene 5:

The scene portrays a poignant exchange between Undine and Grandma,

revealing generational ties and the weight of family expectations. Despite

their respective struggles, Grandma's humility and kindness shine

through—yet it becomes apparent that she too harbors a dark secret. Undine

is confronted with Grandma's secret heroin use, signaling the tragic extent of

addiction in their family.

In this intimate moment, Grandma's nostalgia and regret contrast Undine’s

ambivalence toward returning home. The generational gap unfolds as

Undine processes whether her success justified her departure from her roots,

culminating in a chaotic climax when Grandma demands more from Undine

during her spiraling crisis.

The interactions between them serve as both a critique of societal derision

toward vulnerability and the invisible battles fought within impoverished
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communities. As the tension mounts, so does Undine's commitment to

support her grandmother. The scene crescendos as Undine ultimately finds

herself coerced into making dangerous decisions to secure Grandma’s needs,

foreshadowing significant subsequent conflicts.

---

This summary encapsulates the nuanced themes of identity struggle, societal

pressure, and familial loyalty interwoven throughout Act One, also acting as

a precursor to the upcoming challenges and transformations Undine will

face.
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Chapter 9 Summary: ACT TWO

Summary of Act Two

Scene I: Support Group Meeting  

The act opens in a support group for recovering drug addicts. Undine, a

newcomer, sits quietly, surrounded by a diverse group sharing their

experiences with addiction. One addict reminisces about the exhilarating

highs of cocaine, expressing a mix of nostalgia and anguish. Despite being a

year clean, he grapples with envy for those who live fulfilling lives without

substances. Undine, listening, feels oddly drawn to the addictive past he's

describing, realizing how the system fails to truly cure addiction, instead

creating new ones. 

When prompted by the counselor, Undine reluctantly shares a fabricated

story about addiction, using Percodan as her fictional gateway drug. She

becomes emotionally invested in her own narrative, shedding real tears that

garner sympathy from the group. This moment of false confession gives her

a rush, igniting a sense of connection to the theme of addiction.

After revealing her pregnancy, she grapples with her emotions. Another

member, Guy, puts forward a positive spin on her predicament, noting that
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becoming a mother is a blessing. Undine finds his earnestness sincere but

baffling; she can't fathom his unwavering positivity amidst her turmoil. Guy

invites Undine to dinner, expressing interest in seeing her again. Undine

agrees reluctantly, aware of the reality that looms over her, shared through

her thoughts about her past relationship with her husband, Hervé.

Scene II: Encountering Old Friends  

Later, Undine meets old acquaintances, Rosa and Devora, in the courtyard of

the Walt Whitman projects. They reminisce about their childhoods, during

which they were local Double Dutch champions before being dethroned by a

Japanese team. As they navigate their current realities, Undine is

overshadowed by her circumstances compared to Devora's success in

finance and Rosa's family life. 

Undine confides her struggles with pregnancy but is misjudged by Rosa,

who assumes she is managing well. Rosa introduces the idea of utilizing

social services, emphasizing her own reliance on them. The scene highlights

the dichotomy of Undine’s current life compared to her friends, unveiling

the stark realities she faces.

Scene III: The Bureaucratic Struggle  

Undine's experience with social services is depicted in a chaotic office where
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she struggles to obtain necessary forms for medical benefits. The caseworker

treats her rudely, demonstrating a callousness that encapsulates the

impersonal nature of bureaucracies designed to assist the impoverished, yet

operating in a condescending manner. Undine's frustration mounts, and in a

moment of desperation, she rallies others in line, chanting for their rights to

the forms necessary for their aid. 

The scene crescendos into madness, resulting in Undine being escorted from

the building, sedated, and taken to a psychiatric facility, where she meets a

gentle intern who recognizes her. However, she is released with a

prescription she cannot take due to her pregnancy. After much bureaucratic

delay, she finally sees a doctor.

Scene IV: Medical Clinic Appointment  

In the clinic waiting room, Undine meets a young pregnant woman who

unintentionally exposes her to feelings of inadequacy. The woman’s chatter

about her boyfriend in Iraq and pregnancy increases Undine's anxiety. When

Undine finally sees the doctor, she learns she is much farther along in her

pregnancy than she realized. 

Her attempt to express her ambivalence about motherhood goes unnoticed,

as the doctor dispassionately emphasizes the need for prenatal care.

Undine’s internal conflict amplifies as she struggles with her identity, her
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choices, and her reality of impending motherhood.

Scene V: Encounter with Stephie  

At a Duane Reade pharmacy, Undine unexpectedly meets her former

assistant, Stephie, who is now working there. Their reunion exemplifies the

stark contrast between their current life paths, offering both a bittersweet

nostalgia and a painful realization of where both women are at this point in

their lives. When Stephie awkwardly asks if Undine is happy, she avoids the

question, revealing her complex emotions. Undine walks away, pocketing

the calcium tablets, signifying her desperation and growing conflict between

her past and her present.

Scene VI: Family Dynamics  

Undine returns to her family home where we see a chaotic kitchen filled

with love yet burdened by the realities of their lives. Conversations about

lottery tickets and luck are interjected by Undine's intrusive inquiries about a

mysterious phone call she received. Her frustration peaks when her family

remains blissfully ignorant of her plight, pressing her to confront the reality

of her situation regarding her past and her impending motherhood.

The environment is vibrant and lively, yet the tension in Undine's internal

struggle resonates across the familial banter, leading to an explosive
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confrontation about her identity and her family's misconception of her

reported death in a fire. This culminates in an emotional reflection on her

life.

Scene VII: Confrontation with Hervé  

Finally, Undine confronts Hervé in a prison visiting room, revealing the

depth of their destructive relationship. He seeks to discuss their past but is

met with her raw anger and betrayal. Their interaction underscores the

conflict between personal accountability and shared histories, as he offers

the name of his father for their child, juxtaposing it with Undine’s rejection

of him as a father figure.

Their dialogue exposes the painful truths between them, challenging

Undine's perception of love and family. As Hervé leaves, the sound of the

ocean transitions the scene into a dreamlike confrontation with her identity

and the implications of motherhood.

Scene VIII: Addicts’ Support Group Reunion  

Undine returns to the support group, greeted by shared struggles and

community sentiments. Guy offers genuine support, suggesting he

accompany her to birthing classes, offering her a glimpse of stability amidst

her turmoil. This reassurance invites her to feel hope while she grapples with

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


feelings of inadequacy as a potentially unfit mother.

The scene crescendos as Undine’s confessions of rage about her past and her

fears about parenthood unfold in front of a group of empathetic listeners.

Her gravest secret about the tragic loss of her family emerges, causing a

palpable shift in the room. The weight of her confession brings catharsis,

igniting both vulnerability and determination as she considers her choices

ahead.

Scene IX: The Delivery Room  

The act concludes in a stark hospital room where Guy and a doctor support

Undine during labor. Overwhelmed by the emotions of impending

motherhood, Undine struggles with her fears and sense of inadequacy as a

parent. Surrounded by her family in their security guard uniforms, she is

encouraged to breathe, embodying the collective hope and support

transcending their struggles.

Ultimately, Undine’s journey culminates in an emotional release, bridging

her past with the promise of new life. The scene captures the duality of

despair and hope, underscored by the cry of a newborn, marking a new

beginning. 

Conclusion  
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Act Two portrays Undine’s tumultuous internal struggle with her past

identity and current reality as she nears motherhood. The interwoven

narratives reflect broader themes of addiction, family, and the search for self

amidst societal and personal conflicts. The act serves as a poignant

exploration of identity and resilience, culminating in a transformative

childbirth scene that encapsulates both fear and hope.
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