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Introduction

Angels in America: Part One – Millennium Approachesby Tony Kushner is more than a stage play; it is a

cultural landmark that interrogates identity, politics, and the human condition in late �20th �century America. First

produced in 1991, the work remains a touchstone for scholars, theater enthusiasts, and activists alike. This article

offers a deep dive into the play’s genesis, narrative structure, characters, themes, and lasting influence, providing

readers with a comprehensive understanding of why Kushner’s masterpiece continues to resonate.

Historical Context: The Early 1990s and the AIDS Crisis

To appreciate Angels in America Part One Millennium Approaches, one must first grasp the socio �political

climate of the early 1990s. The United States was grappling with the HIV/AIDS epidemic, a crisis that

disproportionately affected the LGBTQ+ community. Simultaneously, the Reagan and Bush administrations had left

a legacy of conservatism, anti �communism, and a growing war on drugs. These tensions set the stage for Kushner’s

bold commentary on faith, politics, and sexuality.

Kushner himself was a product of this era. Born in 1955, he emerged as a playwright during a period of intense 

cultural upheaval. His work is often described as “political theatre” because it refuses to separate art from activism. 

The title Millennium Approachesitself evokes the looming turn of the millennium, a moment of reflection and

anticipation that frames the narrative’s exploration of America’s moral future.

Overview of the Play

“Millennium Approaches” is the first half of the two �part epic. It introduces the audience to a diverse cast of

characters whose lives intersect in ways that illuminate broader social issues. The play is structured around a

series of scenes that alternate between intimate dialogue and larger, almost mythic, theatrical moments.

The narrative begins with Roy Cohn, a former U.S. Senator and lobbyist, who is grappling with his AIDS diagnosis.

His story intersects with that of Prior Walter, a young gay man who experiences a supernatural visitation by an

angel. The angel’s message—“I am the end of the world” and “I am the beginning of the world”—serves as a

catalyst for the play’s exploration of faith and destiny.

Plot Highlights

•  Roy Cohn’s Confrontation with Mortality: Cohn’s struggle with AIDS and his moral decay highlight the 

hypocrisy of a society that celebrates power while ignoring vulnerability.

•  Prior Walter’s Spiritual Journey: Prior’s encounter with the angel introduces a metaphysical dimension, raising 

questions about God, redemption, and the nature of suffering.

•  Joe and Rita’s Relationship: Their marriage, strained by secrets and infidelity, reflects the complexities of love 

amid societal pressures.

•  Harris and the Political Arena: The character of Harris, a politician, embodies the intersection of personal 

ambition and public duty.



•  The Angel’s Prophecy: The angel’s cryptic message about the end of the world sets the tone for the play’s 

apocalyptic undertones.

Characters and Their Significance

One of the play’s strengths lies in its richly drawn characters, each representing different facets of American

identity. Kushner uses these individuals to critique social norms and illuminate hidden truths.

Roy Cohn

Roy Cohn, a former Senator and political strategist, is portrayed as a ruthless, opportunistic figure. His diagnosis

forces him to confront his own mortality, revealing a man who once wielded power without conscience. Cohn’s arc

is a powerful critique of the American political machine.

Prior Walter

Prior Walter is a gay man living in San Francisco. His encounter with the angel serves as a conduit for the play’s

spiritual and existential themes. Prior’s transformation from a disillusioned youth to a figure of faith mirrors the

broader search for meaning amid societal chaos.

Joe Pitt

Joe Pitt, a closeted gay man, represents the struggle many LGBTQ+ individuals faced during the AIDS crisis. His

relationship with his wife, Rita, and his hidden desire for his friend, Harris, create a web of emotional conflict that

underscores the theme of secrecy.

Rita Pitt

Rita, Joe’s wife, is a complex character who navigates the pressures of marriage and fidelity. Her interactions with

Joe and her own secrets highlight the gender dynamics at play in the 1990s.

Harris

Harris is a charismatic politician who embodies the intersection of personal ambition and public duty. His

relationship with Joe adds a layer of political intrigue, illustrating the blurred boundaries between private desire and

public image.

Sharon

Sharon, a young woman with a troubled past, serves as a symbol of hope and resilience. Her interactions with the

other characters bring a sense of humanity and compassion to the narrative.

Judy

Judy, a woman who works in the political arena, represents the everyday struggles of ordinary citizens. Her

perspective adds depth to the play’s critique of institutional power.

Thematic Exploration

“Angels in America Part One Millennium Approaches” tackles a range of themes that continue to resonate. Below

are the core themes that define the play’s legacy.

Faith vs. Atheism

The angel’s visitation forces characters to confront their beliefs. The play questions whether faith can coexist with

modern scientific understanding, and whether belief systems can adapt to contemporary challenges.



Political Corruption

Through Roy Cohn’s character, Kushner critiques the political elite’s willingness to sacrifice ethics for power. The

play exposes the hypocrisy of those who wield influence while ignoring the suffering of marginalized communities.

Sexual Identity and Homophobia

By centering LGBTQ+ characters, the play confronts homophobia and the AIDS crisis head �on. It portrays both the

vulnerability of gay men and the resilience that emerges in the face of adversity.

Mortality and the Human Condition

Mortality is a recurring motif. The characters’ encounters with death—whether through illness or violence—force

them to reevaluate their lives, priorities, and relationships.

American Identity and the Myth of the American Dream

The play interrogates the notion of the American Dream by revealing the disparities between the ideal and reality.

Kushner uses his characters to illustrate that the dream is often a myth that excludes marginalized voices.

Dramatic Structure and Stagecraft

“Millennium Approaches” is notable for its unconventional structure. Kushner blends realistic dialogue with surreal,

almost operatic moments. This hybrid style challenges audiences to engage with the play on multiple levels.

Non �Linear Narrative

The play’s scenes are not strictly chronological. Instead, Kushner uses flashbacks, monologues, and prophetic

visions to create a layered narrative. This structure allows the audience to experience the characters’ internal

struggles in real time.

Use of Symbolism

Symbols such as the angel, the AIDS diagnosis, and the political setting are woven throughout the play. These

symbols serve as metaphors for larger issues, such as divine judgment, societal neglect, and the fragility of human

life.

Visual and Audio Design

Production elements—lighting, sound, and set design—play a crucial role in conveying the play’s emotional depth.

For instance, the angel’s appearance is often accompanied by a dramatic shift in lighting, underscoring the

supernatural element.

Production History

Since its premiere, “Angels in America Part One Millennium Approaches” has seen numerous productions

worldwide. Below is a brief overview of its theatrical journey.

1991 Off �Broadway Premiere

The play debuted at the Joseph Papp Public Theater in New York City, where it received critical acclaim for its

daring content and powerful performances.

1993 Broadway Transfer

After a successful Off �Broadway run, the play moved to Broadway, where it earned several Tony Award nominations.

1998 Film Adaptation



The play was adapted into a critically acclaimed HBO miniseries starring William Hurt as Roy Cohn and Cuba

Gooding Jr. as Prior Walter. The adaptation won multiple Emmy Awards.

International Stagings

Productions in London, Toronto, Sydney, and Berlin have all contributed to the play’s global reputation, each

bringing a unique cultural lens to Kushner’s narrative.

Critical Reception and Legacy

“Angels in America Part One Millennium Approaches” has been lauded for its literary merit, social relevance, and

artistic innovation. Critics and scholars continue to analyze its themes and narrative techniques.

Academic Analysis

Scholars examine the play’s use of myth, its critique of political power, and its exploration of queer identity. It is

frequently cited in courses on American literature, theater studies, and LGBTQ+ history.

Public Impact

Beyond academia, the play has influenced public discourse on AIDS, LGBTQ+ rights, and political accountability.

Its message resonates with activists who view art as a catalyst for change.

Influence on Contemporary Theater

Many contemporary playwrights cite Kushner as an influence, particularly in blending social commentary with

dramatic storytelling. “Angels in America” set a new standard for political theater.

Why “Millennium Approaches” Still Matters Today

Although the play premiered over three decades ago, its themes remain strikingly relevant. The ongoing fight for

LGBTQ+ equality, the political polarization in the United States, and the global health crises echo the play’s

concerns.

Health Crises and Public Policy

Just as the AIDS epidemic challenged medical and political institutions, contemporary pandemics (such as

COVID �19) test society’s capacity to respond with compassion and efficacy.

Political Accountability

Roy Cohn’s story of power and corruption parallels modern debates about transparency, ethics, and the influence

of money in politics.

Search for Meaning

The play’s spiritual questions remain relevant for audiences navigating the complexities of faith in a rapidly

changing world.

Conclusion

Angels in America Part One Millennium Approachesstands as a testament to the power of theater to confront

uncomfortable truths. Through its intricate characters, bold themes, and innovative structure, Tony /Kushner crafted a 

narrative that transcends its era. The play invites audiences to reflect on mortality, faith, and the enduring struggle

for justice. Whether experienced on stage, in film, or through scholarly study, the work continues to inspire dialogue

and challenge the status quo. As America—and the world—continues to confront new
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