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UNDERSTANDING THE POWER OF
THE ANGELS IN AMERICA SCRIPT

Few  works  of  modern  theatre  have
achieved the monumental status of Tony
Kushner's epic, Angels in America: A
Gay  Fantasia  on  National  Themes.
The Angels in America script  is  not
merely a piece of dramatic literature; it
is  a  sprawling,  ambitious,  and  deeply
human exploration of politics, sexuality,
identity,  and  faith  set  against  the

harrowing backdrop of the AIDS crisis in
1980s  America.  For  anyone  studying
modern  drama,  queer  literature,  or
American cultural history, understanding
the  script  is  essential.  Its  influence
extends far beyond the Broadway stage,
into film, political discourse, and the very
language we use to  discuss  hope and
catastrophe.
This article delves deep into the world of
the  Angels  in  America  script ,
exploring its structure, its unforgettable
characters, the major themes that pulse
through  its  pages,  and  its  enduring
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legacy.  Whether  you  are  a  student
preparing  for  an  exam,  a  theatre
enthusiast,  or  a  curious  reader,  this
comprehensive  guide  will  help  you
appreciate  why  Kushner's  masterpiece
remains one of the most important plays
of the twentieth century.

THE STRUCTURE AND SCOPE OF
THE ANGELS IN AMERICA SCRIPT

The  Angels  in  America  script  is
divided  into  two  full-length  plays,
originally  performed  separately  before
being combined into a single epic. The
first  part  is  titled  Millennium
Approaches ,  and  the  second  is
Perestroika.  Together,  they  form  a
theatrical  experience  that  can  run  for
over seven hours. This two-part structure
is  not  arbitrary;  it  reflects  a  deliberate

narrative arc that moves from prophecy
and  fragmentation  toward  community
and the difficult work of rebuilding.

Millennium
Approaches: The
Prophecy of
Change
In Millennium Approaches,  the world
is  on  the  br ink  of  co l lapse.  The
characters are isolated, struggling with
secrets, illness, and the crushing weight
of a society in denial. The script opens
with a funeral  and immediately throws
the  audience  into  the  world  of  Rabbi
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Chemelwitz,  who delivers  a  eulogy for
Sarah  Ironson.  This  scene  establishes
the  play's  concern  with  inheritance,
tradition, and the immigrant experience.
As the story unfolds, we meet the central
characters:  Prior  Walter,  a  gay  man
living with AIDS; his lover Louis Ironson,
who is unable to cope with the demands
of  caregiving;  Joe  Pitt,  a  Mormon
Republican clerk who is deeply closeted;
his  wife  Harper,  who  escapes  reality
through  Valium-fueled  hallucinations;
and  Roy  Cohn,  the  infamous  real-life
lawyer  who  becomes  a  symbol  of
ruthless power. The script builds toward
the climactic arrival of an angel crashing
through  Prior's  ceiling,  a  theatrical
moment  that  is  both  l i tera l  and
metaphorical.

Perestroika: The
Struggle for a
New World
P e r e s t r o i k a ,  w h i c h  m e a n s
"restructuring"  in  Russian,  picks  up
where Millennium Approaches leaves off.
The author, Tony Kushner, was inspired
by  the  political  reforms  of  Mikhail
Gorbachev in  the Soviet  Union.  In  the
script,  characters  grapple  with  the
aftermath of  revelation.  Prior is  visited
by the Angel, who offers him a prophecy:
stay still, stop moving, and wait for the
end  of  the  world.  It  is  a  seductive
promise  of  rest,  but  Prior  ultimately
rejects it. The script explores themes of
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forgiveness,  change,  and  the  painful
process of  building a more just  world.
The  final  scene,  set  in  1990  at  the
Bethesda Angel fountain in Central Park,
is  a  powerful  statement of  hope.  Prior
blesses  the  audience  with  the  words:
"The Great Work begins."

CENTRAL CHARACTERS IN THE
ANGELS IN AMERICA SCRIPT

The Angels in America script features
a diverse and deeply realized ensemble
of characters, many of whom are based
on  real  historical  figures  or  archetypes.
Each  character  represents  a  different
facet  of  American  society,  and  their
interactions  create  a  rich  tapestry  of
conflict and connection.

Prior Walter and
Louis Ironson
Prior Walter is the heart of the play. He
is a gay man living with AIDS, and his
journey is one of profound suffering and
resilience.  In  the  script,  Prior  is  witty,
fiercely proud, and deeply spiritual in his
own way. He is chosen by the Angel to
be a prophet, but he refuses to accept a
passive role. Louis Ironson, Prior's lover,
is  a  complicated  figure.  He  is  intelligent
and  deeply  emotional,  but  he  is  also
paralyzed  by  fear.  His  decision  to
abandon Prior at his lowest moment is
one of the play's most painful moments.
Louis's struggle with guilt and his search
for redemption form a central arc of the
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Joe and Harper
Pitt
Joe  Pitt  is  a  devout  Mormon  and  a
conservative clerk for the federal court.
He is also a closeted gay man, and his
internal conflict between his faith and his
sexuality is a driving force of the script.
His  wife,  Harper  Pitt,  suffers  from
agoraphobia  and  severe  anxiety.  She
escapes  into  fantastical  hallucinations,
often  involving  Antarctica  and  a
mysterious  travel  agent.  The  script
presents  their  marriage  as  a  tragic
arrangement  built  on  repression  and
dishonesty.  Joe's  eventual  decision  to
leave Harper and come out to himself is

not portrayed as a simple victory, but as
a painful beginning.

Roy Cohn and
Belize
Roy Cohn is a larger-than-life villain. A
real historical figure known for his role in
the McCarthy hearings and his ruthless
legal  tactics,  Cohn  in  the  Angels  in
America script is a man who denies his
own homosexuality even as he is dying
of AIDS. He famously declares, "I don't
have AIDS.  I  have  liver  cancer."  Cohn
represents  the  corrupting  influence  of
power  and  the  self-destruction  that
comes  from  living  in  denial.  Belize,
Prior's former drag queen friend and a
former nurse, serves as a moral anchor
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in the play. He is compassionate, sharp-
tongued,  and  fiercely  loyal.  He  is  the
character  who  most  clearly  sees  the
humanity in others, even in his enemy
Roy  Cohn,  to  whom  he  administers
medicine.  The  script  uses  Belize  to
remind the audience that compassion is
the antidote to despair.

MAJOR THEMES IN THE ANGELS
IN AMERICA SCRIPT

The  Angels  in  America  script  is  a
dense  work,  tackling  an  extraordinary
range of themes. It is a political play, a
spiritual  play,  and  a  deeply  personal
story about human connection.

The AIDS Crisis
and Mortality
At its core, the play is a direct response
to the AIDS crisis.  The script does not
shy  away  from  the  physical  and
emotional  devastation  of  the  disease.
Prior's  illness  is  presented  in  stark,
unflinching  detail,  from  the  terrifying
lesions  of  Kaposi's  sarcoma  to  the
loneliness  of  hospitalization.  The script
uses AIDS as a lens through which to
examine  larger  questions  of  mortality,
suffering,  and  how  society  treats  those
who are sick and marginalized.  It  is  a
powerful testament to a generation that
was decimated by the epidemic.
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Politics, Power,
and Change
Tony  Kushner  was  deeply  influenced  by
Marxist thought and leftist politics. The
Angels in America script  is  filled with
political  arguments  and  critiques  of
American conservatism. The character of
Roy Cohn embodies the amoral pursuit
of  power,  while  Louis  represents  the
intellectual  left,  often  paralyzed  by
theory. The script asks difficult questions
about how change happens, whether it is
through  revolution,  incremental
progress,  or  personal  transformation.
The title itself,  referencing the political
state of the world, suggests that major
change is both necessary and terrifying.

Faith, Religion,
and Prophecy
Despite being written by a self-identified
secular  Jewish  socialist,  the  script  is
saturated  with  religious  imagery  and
theological  questions.  Mormonism,
Judaism,  and  Christianity  are  al l
represented.  The  Angel  is  a  terrifying
and  ambiguous  figure,  not  a  comforting
savior. The script questions whether God
has abandoned humanity and whether it
is possible to believe in a divine plan in
the  face  of  so  much  suffering.  Prior's
ultimate  rejection  of  the  Angel's
prophecy is a radical act of humanism:
he chooses the messy, painful, beautiful
struggle of life over the false promise of
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a static heaven. This is a key part of the
Angels  in  America  script  that
resonates with readers and audiences.

ADAPTATIONS AND THE SCRIPT
IN POPULAR CULTURE

The influence of the Angels in America
script extends far beyond the stage. In
2003,  HBO  produced  a  landmark
television miniseries adaptation directed
by Mike Nichols,  with  a  screenplay by
Tony Kushner himself. The series starred
Al Pacino as Roy Cohn, Meryl Streep in
multiple roles, and Mary-Louise Parker as
Harper Pitt. This adaptation brought the
play  to  a  massive  audience  and  won
numerous Emmy Awards. The script for
the television series remains remarkably
faithful to the original play, while using
the  visual  medium  to  enhance  the

fantastical  elements.
The  script  has  also  been  studied
extensively  in  academic  settings.  It  is
considered  a  seminal  work  of  queer
literature  and  is  frequently  taught  in
courses  on  American  drama,  LGBTQ+
studies, and political theatre. The term
"Kushnerian"  is  sometimes  used  to
describe a style of  writing that  blends
high  intellectual  discourse  with  low
comedy,  magical  realism  with  stark
naturalism.  The  Angels  in  America
scr ip t  h a s  b e c o m e  a  c u l t u r a l
touchstone,  referenced  in  other  plays,
novels, and television shows. Lines from
the  script,  particularly  Prior's  final
blessing,  have  become  iconic.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF TONY
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KUSHNER'S MASTERPIECE

Why  does  the  Angels  in  America
script continue to be so powerful more
than three decades after its debut? The
answer lies in its unique combination of
elements. It is a play that is unafraid to
be  both  intellectual  and  emotional,
political  and  personal.  It  offers  no  easy
answers, but it insists on the possibility
of hope. In a world that often feels as
fractured  and  uncertain  as  the  1980s
depicted  in  the  script,  its  message  of
radical  empathy  and  the  necessity  of
change remains profoundly relevant.
The  script  has  been  revived  multiple
times  on  Broadway  and  in  theatres
around  the  world,  often  to  critical
acclaim. Each new production finds fresh
relevance  in  its  themes.  The  current

resurgence  o f  debates  a round
healthcare,  immigration,  queer  rights,
and the role of government makes the
play feel as urgent as ever. The Angels
in  America  script  is  not  a  historical
artifact; it is a living, breathing work of
art that continues to speak to the human
condition.

CONCLUSION: WHY YOU SHOULD
READ THE ANGELS IN AMERICA
SCRIPT

The  Angels  in  America  script  is  a
monumental  achievement  in  American
literature. It is a play that demands to be
read, seen, and discussed. Whether you
are drawn to its political commentary, its
spiritual exploration, or its deeply human
characters,  there  is  something  in  this
script for everyone. It challenges us to
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confront the worst of ourselves and to
imagine the best we could become. It is
a work of profound compassion, wit, and
intelligence. If you have not yet read the
script, you are missing a transformative
experience. It is a reminder that even in

the  darkest  of  times,  the  Great  Work
truly  begins with each of  us,  reaching
out  to  one  another.  The  Angels  in
America script is not just a play; it is a
call  to  action  and  a  testament  to  the
enduring power of hope.


