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ANGELS IN AMERICA: MILLENNIUM APPROACHES – A
LANDMARK OF MODERN THEATRE

In the pantheon of late 20th-century American drama, few works
stand as towering, ambitious, and profoundly resonant as Tony
Kushner’s  two-part  epic,  Angels  in  America.  The  first  part,
Angels in America: Millennium Approaches, is not merely a
play; it  is a seismic cultural  event that captured the political,
social, and spiritual anxieties of the Reagan era while reaching for
something timeless and transcendent. Premiering in 1991 and
winning  the  Pulitzer  Prize  for  Drama  in  1993,  Millennium
Approaches shattered conventions with its blend of realism and
fantasy,  its  unflinching  exploration  of  the  AIDS  crisis,  and  its
visionary scope. It remains as urgent and vital today as it was at
its  debut,  a  testament  to  Kushner’s  genius  and the enduring
power of theatre to confront, heal, and inspire.
To  understand  the  magnitude  of  Angels  in  America:
Millennium  Approaches,  one  must  first  appreciate  its
ambitious  structure.  The  play  is  the  first  half  of  a  larger  work
subtitled A Gay Fantasia on National Themes. It weaves together
the lives of a diverse cast of characters, whose stories intersect

and  collide  against  the  backdrop  of  a  nation  grappling  with
identity, disease, and the end of a millennium. There is no single
protagonist;  instead,  Kushner  creates  a  mosaic  of  human
experience,  each  shard  reflecting  a  different  facet  of  the
American  dream  and  its  discontents.

THE CENTRAL CONFLICTS OF MILLENNIUM
APPROACHES

At its core, Angels in America: Millennium Approaches is a
drama of  profound personal  and political  struggle.  The play’s
primary narrative threads are anchored by several unforgettable
characters, each facing their own apocalyptic moment.

Prior Walter and the Burden
of Illness
Prior  Walter,  a  gay  man  living  in  New  York  City,  is  the  first
character  we  encounter  who  is  directly  affected  by  the  AIDS
crisis.  He  is  a  central  figure,  a  visionary  who  will  ultimately  be
visited by an angel at the end of the play. His story is one of
immense physical suffering and spiritual awakening. As his body
weakens  from the  ravages  of  AIDS,  his  perception  of  reality
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begins  to  fracture.  He  experiences  terrifying  visions  and
prophetic  dreams,  suggesting that  his  illness  is  not  merely  a
personal tragedy but a sign of a much larger cosmic disruption.
Prior’s journey is the emotional heart of the play; his struggle for
dignity and life in the face of a society that often looked away
from  the  crisis  is  both  heartbreaking  and  empowering.  His
relationship with his lover, Louis Ironson, forms a critical axis of
the play’s emotional conflict.

Louis Ironson and the
Weight of Abandonment
Louis  Ironson,  Prior’s  boyfriend,  is  a  complex  and  often
frustrating character. He works as a word processor in a federal
courthouse  and  is  intellectually  brilliant  but  emotionally
paralyzed.  When  Prior’s  diagnosis  becomes  undeniable,  Louis
struggles  with  fear,  guilt,  and  an  overwhelming  sense  of
inadequacy. His decision to abandon Prior during his illness is one
of the play’s most painful moments. Louis’s story is not about
villainy  but  about  human  frailty.  He  represents  a  crisis  of
conscience, a man so consumed by his own terror of mortality
that he fails to show up for the person he loves. His subsequent
journey  of  guilt  and  attempted  redemption  is  a  powerful
exploration of responsibility and the limits of love in times of
crisis.

Joe and Harper Pitt: The
Closet and the American
Family
Parallel  to the story of Prior and Louis is the deeply troubled
marriage of Joe Pitt and Harper Pitt. Joe is a devout Mormon, a
conservative law clerk working for the infamous Roy Cohn. He is
a  man  living  a  lie,  suppressing  his  homosexuality  in  order  to  fit
into  the  rigid  moral  framework  of  his  faith  and  his  political
affiliations.  Harper,  his  wife,  is  agoraphobic  and  addicted  to
Valium.  She  escapes  her  stifling  reality  through  elaborate
fantasies  and  hallucinations.  Their  marriage  is  a  prison  of
unspoken truths. Joe’s internal struggle is a microcosm of the
national battle between old certainties and emerging identities.
Harper’s  character,  often  dismissed  as  fragile,  is  in  fact
remarkably insightful; her drug-induced visions allow her to see
truths  that  others  are  too  afraid  to  face.  Their  story  is  a
devastating critique of the nuclear family and the closet, showing
how silence and suppression can destroy individuals from the
inside out.

Roy Cohn: The Villain as a
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Force of Nature
Perhaps the most electrifying character in Angels in America:
Millennium Approaches  is Roy Cohn,  based on the real-life
lawyer and political fixer. In Kushner’s hands, Roy is not a simple
villain but a terrifying force of nature, a man who embodies the
ruthless, power-driven ethos of the Reagan era. He is dying of
AIDS but refuses to acknowledge it, insisting that he has liver
cancer. For Roy, a homosexual is someone who is weak and has
no power;  he defines himself  by his  power,  not  by his  sexuality.
His  character  is  a  brutal  critique  of  the  closet  as  a  survival
mechanism for the powerful. Roy’s scenes are a masterclass in
dramatic  writing—witty,  vicious,  and profoundly unsettling.  He
represents the corrupt heart of American conservatism, yet he is
also a strangely compelling figure, a man who believes in the raw
exercise of will until his very last breath.

THEMATIC DEPTH AND SYMBOLISM

Millennium Approaches is rich with symbolism and thematic
complexity.  Kushner  masterfully  blends  the  personal  with  the
political, and the earthly with the divine.

The Angel and the

Threshold of a New Era
The  title  itself,  Millennium Approaches,  signals  a  sense  of
impending change, of endings and beginnings. The arrival of the
angel  at  the  play’s  climax  is  not  a  neat  resolution  but  a
provocative  question.  The  angel’s  message—that  Prior  is  a
prophet  tasked  with  stopping  the  forward  momentum  of
history—is ambiguous and unsettling. It forces both the character
and the audience to consider whether progress is always good, or
whether humanity has become lost in its own relentless drive.
The angel is a stunning piece of theatrical spectacle, but it is also
a deeply  serious  theological  and philosophical  device.  It  asks
whether we are heading toward a new era of enlightenment or
toward our own destruction.

AIDS as a Metaphor and a
Reality
The AIDS crisis is not just a backdrop in this play; it is a central
character, a catalyst for action and a source of immense grief.
Kushner  refuses  to  sentimentalize  the  disease.  He  shows  its
brutal physical reality while also using it as a metaphor for a
society that is itself sick with intolerance, greed, and denial. The
illness forces every character to confront their mortality and their
morality. For Prior, it brings visions; for Roy, denial; for Louis,
flight;  and  for  the  audience,  a  call  to  witness.  The  play  is  a
powerful act of historical memory, ensuring that the suffering and



4

4 Angels In America Millenium Approaches 2022-09-12

dignity of those lost to the epidemic are not forgotten.

The Politics of the Reagan
Era
Kushner’s play is explicitly political. It is a fierce indictment of the
policies and ideologies of the Reagan administration, which many
saw as abandoning the most vulnerable. The character of Roy
Cohn is a direct link to this political world, a world of backroom
deals, hypocrisy, and the cynical use of power. The play critiques
the rise of religious fundamentalism, the homophobia of the right,
and  the  callous  disregard  for  the  lives  of  those  who  were
considered  “other.”  Yet,  Millennium  Approaches  is  not  a
simple political polemic. It is a work of deep empathy, showing
even its most flawed characters with compassion.

WHY MILLENNIUM APPROACHES ENDURES

Over  three  decades  after  its  debut,  Angels  in  America:
Millennium Approaches has lost none of its power. It has been
revived on Broadway, adapted into an acclaimed HBO miniseries,
and studied in classrooms around the world. Its endurance can be
attributed to several factors.

Its Visionary Language
Tony Kushner’s dialogue is a marvel. It is poetic, profane, erudite,
and deeply human. The language soars in one moment and cuts

to  the  bone  in  the  next.  From  Prior’s  dark  humor  to  Roy’s
venomous wit  to Harper’s  poignant fantasies,  every character
speaks  with  a  distinctive  voice  that  feels  both  theatrical  and
utterly real. The play’s famous speeches—like the “Great Work
Begins” speech in the sequel or Prior’s opening nightmare—are
among the most powerful in modern drama.

Its Refusal to Offer Easy
Answers
One of the great strengths of Millennium Approaches  is its
complexity.  There  are  no  heroes  without  flaws  and  no  villains
without a spark of humanity. Louis is reprehensible for leaving
Prior, yet we understand his fear. Roy Cohn is monstrous, yet we
see  his  vulnerability  in  his  final  moments.  The  play  refuses  to
resolve its central tensions. The ending, with the angel crashing
through the ceiling, is not a conclusion but a beginning. It asks
the audience to do the work, to consider what comes next—for
the characters, for the nation, for ourselves.

Its Universality
While  the  play  is  deeply  rooted  in  the  specific  history  of  the
1980s, its themes are universal. It is about love and loss, fear and
courage, abandonment and forgiveness. It is about the struggle
to find meaning in a world that often feels chaotic and cruel. It is
about the need for community and connection. These are themes
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that resonate with any audience, in any era. The play reminds us
that change is possible, that the world can become more just, but
that progress requires courage, empathy, and a willingness to
confront uncomfortable truths.

CONCLUSION

Angels in America: Millennium Approaches is more than a
play; it is a monument of American culture. It captured the fear
and  hope  of  a  moment  in  history  and  transformed  it  into

something  timeless.  Tony  Kushner’s  masterpiece  dares  to
imagine a world where the heavens open and angels speak, while
never  losing  sight  of  the  messy,  painful,  beautiful  reality  of
human  life  on  earth.  It  is  a  work  of  immense  ambition  and
profound humanity, a call  to witness and a call  to action. For
those who have never experienced it, the journey into its world is
a transformative one. For those who return to it, it remains a
source of endless discovery, a reminder that the great work of
building a better world continues. As Prior Walter reminds us at
the end of the complete epic, the great work truly begins.


