
sarah ruhl in the next room
Sarah Ruhl in The Next Room is a captivating exploration of intimacy,
sexuality, and the complexities of human relationships, set against the
backdrop of the early 20th century. This play, written by the acclaimed
American playwright Sarah Ruhl, delves into a unique historical context—the
use of vibrators as a medical treatment for "hysteria."

Ruhl’s work is not only a commentary on the medical practices of the time but
also a profound examination of gender roles, societal expectations, and the
quest for personal connection. This article will explore the themes,
characters, and significance of "In the Next Room (or The Vibrator Play)"
while providing insights into Sarah Ruhl’s artistry.

Overview of the Play

"In the Next Room (or The Vibrator Play)" premiered in 2009 and was initially
staged at the Berkeley Repertory Theatre before making its way to Broadway.
The play is set in the 1880s and revolves around Dr. Givings, a physician who
treats women suffering from hysteria. Using a newly invented electrical
device, he administers what he calls a "treatment" to his patients, which is,
in fact, a vibrator.

Plot Summary

The narrative centers on several characters, primarily:

- Dr. Givings: A well-meaning yet oblivious physician who is dedicated to his
work and the advancement of medical science.
- Catherine: Dr. Givings' wife, who feels isolated and neglected as her
husband spends most of his time attending to his patients.
- Mrs. Daldry: One of Dr. Givings' patients, who grapples with her own
marital issues and the societal expectations placed upon her.
- Leo: A young man who becomes involved in the lives of the Givings family,
representing a more progressive view on love and intimacy.

As the play unfolds, the audience witnesses the interplay between the
characters, revealing their vulnerabilities and desires. Catherine becomes
increasingly curious about her husband's work and the nature of his patients'
treatments, leading to a deeper exploration of intimacy and connection.

Themes Explored in the Play



"In the Next Room" is rich with themes that resonate with contemporary
audiences. Some of the most notable themes include:

1. Gender and Power Dynamics

The play highlights the patriarchal society of the late 19th century, where
women's bodies and sexualities were often misunderstood and controlled by
men. Dr. Givings' treatment of his female patients reflects the broader
societal attitudes towards women at the time.

- Medical Authority: The play critiques the medical establishment's authority
over women's health, showcasing how women were often seen as "hysterical" and
in need of control.
- Sexual Repression: Ruhl explores how societal norms and expectations stifle
women's sexual expression and desires, leading to feelings of isolation and
frustration.

2. Intimacy and Connection

A central theme of the play is the quest for intimacy and understanding
within relationships. Catherine's yearning for emotional and physical
connection with her husband serves as a poignant reminder of how easily
intimacy can be compromised by societal expectations and personal
insecurities.

- Miscommunication: The characters often struggle to communicate their needs
and desires, resulting in misunderstandings and emotional distance.
- Exploration of Desire: The play encourages a conversation about sexual
desire, particularly for women, and the importance of open dialogue in
nurturing relationships.

3. The Role of Technology

Ruhl cleverly uses the vibrator as a symbol of both liberation and control.
While it represents a new frontier in understanding female pleasure, it is
also a device used within a medical framework that seeks to regulate and
manage women's bodies.

- Advancements in Medicine: The play invites the audience to reflect on how
technology can both empower and constrain human experiences.
- Cultural Shifts: The introduction of the vibrator signifies a shift in
societal attitudes towards sexuality, foreshadowing the sexual revolution of
the 20th century.



Character Analysis

The characters in "In the Next Room" are richly drawn and serve as vehicles
for exploring the play's themes.

Dr. Givings

Dr. Givings embodies the scientific rationalism of his time, yet he remains
oblivious to the emotional needs of his wife and patients. His character arc
is crucial in illustrating the tension between professional duty and personal
connection.

Catherine

Catherine represents the struggle for agency and self-discovery. Her journey
from a passive wife to an empowered woman seeking her own desires is both
relatable and inspiring. As she begins to understand the complexities of
intimacy, the audience witnesses her awakening.

Mrs. Daldry

Mrs. Daldry's character brings forth the theme of societal expectations. As a
woman who grapples with her desires while conforming to societal norms, she
highlights the struggles many women faced during this era.

Leo

Leo's character adds a layer of complexity to the narrative. He represents a
more progressive approach to love and intimacy, challenging the traditional
norms upheld by Dr. Givings and the society around them.

Stylistic Elements

Sarah Ruhl's writing style is characterized by its lyrical quality and wit.
She employs various theatrical devices that enhance the emotional depth of
the play:

- Symbolism: The vibrator serves as a powerful symbol throughout the
narrative, representing both empowerment and control.
- Humor and Wit: Ruhl infuses the dialogue with humor, creating moments of



levity that balance the play's heavier themes.
- Nonlinear Structure: The play's structure allows for a fluid exploration of
time and space, emphasizing the emotional connections between characters
rather than adhering to a strict chronological timeline.

The Significance of "In the Next Room" in
Contemporary Theatre

"In the Next Room (or The Vibrator Play)" holds a significant place in
contemporary theatre for several reasons:

1. Feminist Perspective: The play addresses feminist issues and invites
discussions about women's sexuality and agency, making it a relevant work in
today's discourse on gender equality.

2. Historical Context: By exploring a specific historical moment, Ruhl
encourages audiences to reflect on how far society has come—and how much
further it still has to go—regarding women's rights and sexual liberation.

3. Innovative Storytelling: Ruhl's unique approach to storytelling, combining
humor with serious themes, paves the way for future playwrights to tackle
taboo subjects with sensitivity and creativity.

Conclusion

Sarah Ruhl in The Next Room is a powerful exploration of intimacy, gender
roles, and the complexities of human relationships. Through its engaging
narrative and rich thematic content, the play invites audiences to reflect on
the evolving nature of intimacy and the importance of open communication in
fostering connection. As Ruhl's work continues to resonate with contemporary
audiences, it serves as a reminder of the ongoing journey towards
understanding and accepting human sexuality in all its forms.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'In the Next Room' by
Sarah Ruhl?
The central theme of 'In the Next Room' revolves around the exploration of
intimacy, sexual desire, and the impact of technological advancements on
human relationships in the context of the early 20th century.



How does Sarah Ruhl incorporate humor in 'In the
Next Room'?
Sarah Ruhl uses humor as a means to explore serious topics such as sexuality
and emotional connection, often juxtaposing comedic moments with poignant
insights, thereby making the subject matter more accessible.

What historical context does 'In the Next Room'
address?
The play is set during the 1880s and addresses the practice of using
vibrators as a medical treatment for 'hysteria,' reflecting societal
attitudes towards women's health and sexuality during that era.

Who are the main characters in 'In the Next Room'?
The main characters include Dr. Givings, a physician who treats women for
hysteria; his wife, Catherine, who grapples with her own desires; and several
patients who reveal different perspectives on intimacy.

What role does the setting play in 'In the Next
Room'?
The setting, primarily in Dr. Givings' medical office, serves as a physical
and symbolic barrier between the characters, highlighting themes of isolation
and the hidden aspects of personal relationships.

How does 'In the Next Room' challenge societal
norms?
The play challenges societal norms by openly discussing women's sexuality and
the stigmas surrounding it, pushing against the boundaries of what was
considered acceptable conversation in the 19th century.

What is the significance of the title 'In the Next
Room'?
The title signifies the physical and emotional barriers between characters,
as well as the hidden discussions surrounding sexuality that occur just out
of sight, emphasizing themes of separation and longing.

How does Sarah Ruhl use symbolism in 'In the Next
Room'?
Ruhl employs symbolism through objects such as the vibrator, which represents
both medical progress and the complexities of female desire, serving as a
catalyst for character development and thematic exploration.



What impact has 'In the Next Room' had on
contemporary theater?
Since its debut, 'In the Next Room' has sparked conversations about gender,
sexuality, and the role of women in society, influencing contemporary theater
by encouraging more open discussions about such topics in performance art.
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