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Introduction: A Landmark of Modern
American Theatre

When Angels in America Part One: Millennium Approaches first premiered in
1991, the theatrical world was not prepared for the seismic shift it would bring.
Written by Tony Kushner, this extraordinary play remains one of the most
celebrated and studied works of late twentieth-century drama. More than thirty
years after its debut, the play continues to resonate with audiences, scholars, and
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theater practitioners for its audacious blend of political commentary, spiritual
inquiry, and deeply human storytelling. Angels in America Part One
Millennium Approaches Tony Kushner created is not merely a play; it is an
epic meditation on America at a crossroads, grappling with identity, mortality, and
the elusive possibility of grace.

Set in the mid-1980s during the height of the AIDS crisis, the play weaves together
the lives of several characters whose paths intersect in surprising and often
devastating ways. Kushner’s writing is at once lyrical and blunt, humorous and
heartbreaking. He does not shy away from the raw realities of illness,
abandonment, and political hypocrisy, yet he also dares to imagine transformation
and even redemption. This article explores the origins, themes, characters, and
enduring impact of this monumental work, offering a comprehensive look at why it
remains essential reading and viewing for anyone interested in the power of
theatre to reflect and reshape the world.
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The Historical Contéxdwfi the Play

To fully appreciate Angels in America Part One: Millennium Approaches, one
must understand the America in which Tony Kushner wrote it. The 1980s were a
decade of conservative backlash, marked by the presidency of Ronald Reagan, the
rise of the Religious Right, and a devastating silence from the federal government
regarding the AIDS epidemic. For the LGBTQ+ community, this was a time of
profound loss and mobilization. The disease was claiming thousands of lives, yet
public discourse was often steeped in homophobia and neglect. Kushner channeled
this collective grief and anger into a work that refuses to look away.

The play’s title itself suggests a dual focus: the approaching new millennium and
the end of an era. The phrase "Millennium Approaches" carries both hope and
dread. It captures the sense that something old is dying, but what will be born in its
place remains uncertain. This tension runs throughout the play, as characters
confront personal and political upheavals. Kushner’s work is deeply rooted in the
specific anxieties of the late Cold War period, yet it transcends its moment by
asking timeless questions about justice, love, and what it means to be alive in a
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time of crisis.

Plot Overview of Part One: Millennium
Approaches

Angels in America Part One Millennium Approaches Tony Kushner
structures his narrative around two primary couples whose relationships unravel in
parallel. The first story follows Prior Walter, a young gay man living with AIDS, and
his lover Louis Ironson, who struggles to cope with Prior’s illness. Louis’s inability to
face the reality of the disease leads him to abandon Prior, a decision that haunts
him throughout the play. Meanwhile, Prior begins experiencing mysterious visions
and visitations, culminating in the appearance of an angel who heralds a prophetic
mission.

The second storyline centers on Joe Pitt, a Mormon law clerk who is deeply closeted
and married to Harper, a woman struggling with agoraphobia and Valium addiction.
Joe works for Roy Cohn, the infamous lawyer and political fixer who is himself
secretly suffering from AIDS. Cohn, a real historical figure, is portrayed by Kushner
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as a monstrous yet strangely compEHirghergodiment of American power. As Joe
grapples with-his sexuality and his faith, Harper-descends inte fantasy and-despair.
Their marriage becomes a battleground of secrets and unmet needs.

These storylines intersect in unexpected ways. Louis begins a relationship with Joe
after they meet in a park, unaware of Joe’s marriage and his connection to Roy
Cohn. Belize, a former drag queen and friend of Prior’s, serves as a sharp-tongued
moral compass. Hannah Pitt, Joe’s mother, arrives in New York from Salt Lake City
and becomes an unlikely source of wisdom. Kushner masterfully weaves these
threads together, creating a tapestry of interconnected lives that reflects the
complexity of urban America in the 1980s.

Major Themes and Symbolism

The AIDS Crisis and Mortality

At its core, Angels in America Part One: Millennium Approaches is a play
about living with and dying from AIDS. Kushner refuses to sanitize the experience.
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Prior's body bears the visible marks of the disease, and his physical decline is
rendered with unflinching honesty. Yet the play also explores the psychological toll
on those who love and care for the sick. Louis’s abandonment is not presented as
simple villainy but as a deeply human failure of courage. The play asks difficult
questions: How do we remain present for one another in the face of unbearable
suffering? What does loyalty mean when the future is uncertain?

Politics and Power

Kushner’s critique of American politics is unrelenting. Roy Cohn embodies the
ruthless pursuit of power that defines a certain strain of conservatism. Cohn denies
his own illness and his sexuality, insisting that labels only have power if you accept
them. His famous line, "I have sex with men. But | do not consider myself a
homosexual," encapsulates his belief that reality is negotiable for those with
enough will. Through Cohn, Kushner explores the corruption at the heart of
American institutions, from the legal system to the Reagan administration.
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Religion, Prophecy, and Tralsfdrmation

Despite its political anger, the play is suffused with religious imagery and a
yearning for transcendence. The angel who appears to Prior is both terrifying and
awe-inspiring. Kushner draws on Jewish and Christian traditions but reframes them
for a modern, secular audience. The millennium becomes a metaphor for the
possibility of radical change, both personal and social. Prior is reluctant to accept
the role of prophet, but the play suggests that even the most broken among us can
be vessels for something greater.

Identity and Community

Each character in Angels in America Part One Millennium Approaches Tony
Kushner crafts is struggling with identity. Joe hides his sexuality, Harper escapes
into fantasy, Louis flees from responsibility, and Roy denies his very nature. The
play argues that authenticity is painful but necessary. Community, however
imperfect, offers a lifeline. The friendship between Prior and Belize is one of the
play’s most enduring relationships, a reminder that solidarity can be a form of
resistance.
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Character Analysis

Prior Walter

Prior is the heart of the play. He is witty, vulnerable, and fiercely resilient. His
journey from a man facing his own mortality to a reluctant prophet mirrors the arc
of the play itself. Prior’'s humor never fully deserts him, even in his darkest
moments, and his refusal to be silenced or diminished is a quiet act of defiance. His
relationship with Louis is painful but also clarifying, as he learns to demand more
from those who claim to love him.

Louis Ironson

Louis is one of the most complex characters in modern drama. He is articulate,
intellectual, and deeply conflicted. His abandonment of Prior is cowardly, yet
Kushner does not let the audience hate him. Louis is a man undone by his own
inadequacy, unable to live up to the ideals he holds. His journey in Part One is
largely one of failure, but it sets the stage for potential growth in Part Two.
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Roy Cohn Kushner

Roy Cohn is a tour de force of a character, a figure of immense charisma and moral
depravity. He is dying but refuses to admit it, clinging to power even as his body
betrays him. Cohn represents the corrupt heart of the American establishment, but
he is also strangely pitiable. His insistence on controlling his own narrative, even in
the face of death, is both monstrous and tragic.

Joe and Harper Pitt

Joe is a man caught between faith and desire. His Mormon faith provides structure
but also suffocation. Harper is one of the play’s most sympathetic characters, a
woman trapped in a marriage that offers no real intimacy. Her fantasies are a
coping mechanism, but they also reveal a deep longing for connection. Their story
is a painful illustration of how silence and repression can destroy lives.

Belize

Belize is the play’s moral center, a character who speaks truth to power with wit
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and compassion. He cares for Prior, confronts Louis, and even tends to Roy Cohn in
the hospital. Belize embodies the idea that care work is a form of resistance, and
his voice is essential to the play’s political vision.

Hannah Pitt

Hannah evolves from a rigid Mormon matriarch into a figure of surprising empathy.
Her arrival in New York forces her to confront a world she does not understand, but
she adapts. Her growth suggests that change is possible even for those rooted in
tradition.

Literary and Theatrical Innovations

Tony Kushner’'s writing in Angels in America Part One: Millennium
Approaches is remarkable for its stylistic range. The play shifts seamlessly
between realism and fantasy, naturalistic dialogue and poetic monologue.
Characters speak directly to the audience, scenes overlap, and time is fluid. This
theatricality is not mere decoration; it reflects Kushner’s belief that reality is too
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complex to be captured by straiglkfagtasidrealism. The play demands that its
audience engage actively, piecing-together meaning from fragments.« « =« o« « -« -

Kushner also employs a technique of "simultaneous scenes," where two
conversations happen on stage at the same time, forcing the audience to choose
where to focus. This mirrors the fragmentation of modern life and the difficulty of
attending to multiple crises at once. The play’s structure is ambitious, but it never
feels chaotic. Every scene, every image, serves a purpose.

Critical Reception and Awards

Upon its premiere, Angels in America Part One Millennium Approaches Tony
Kushner received widespread critical acclaim. It won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama
in 1993 and the Tony Award for Best Play. Critics praised its ambition, its emotional
depth, and its willingness to tackle large political and spiritual questions. The play
was seen as a watershed moment for American theatre, proof that drama could be
both intellectually serious and popular.
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Subsequent productions around the world have cemented its status as a classic.
The 2003 HBO adaptation directed by Mike Nichols introduced the play to an even
wider audience, winning multiple Emmy Awards. The play’s influence can be seen
in countless works that followed, from television to film to literature.

Relevance in the Twenty-First Century

If anything, Angels in America Part One has only grown more relevant in the
decades since its debut. The AIDS crisis is not over, and the political battles
Kushner dramatized continue. Issues of healthcare, LGBTQ+ rights, religious
freedom, and immigration remain at the forefront of public debate. The play’s
exploration of how societies respond to crisis, who is deemed worthy of care, and
what it means to build a just world feels urgently contemporary.

Moreover, the play’s spiritual dimension speaks to a culture still searching for
meaning amid uncertainty. The figure of the angel, both ancient and new,
represents the possibility of intervention from outside our normal frameworks. In
an age of climate crisis, political polarization, and global pandemics, the play’s
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questions about transformation and Kapglefgemore pressing than ever.

Angels in America Part One: Millennium Approaches by Tony Kushner is a
work of extraordinary vision and humanity. It captures a specific historical moment
while speaking to universal experiences of love, loss, fear, and hope. The play
refuses easy answers, embracing complexity and contradiction. It is a masterpiece
of modern theatre because it dares to imagine that even in the darkest times,
change is possible. For anyone seeking to understand the power of art to confront
injustice and imagine a better world, this play remains an essential touchstone. Its
angels still descend, demanding that we look up, pay attention, and choose to act.
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