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                 Story of 'Angels in America' is normal rather than noble

                 Cody Griggers - Princetonian Arts Writer

                     In 1996, Tony Kushner's Pulitzerand Tony Award-winning play, "Angels in

                 America," met with some resistance when a production was set to open in

                 Charlotte, North Carolina. Hours before the curtain was supposed to go up,

                 Reverend Joseph R. Chambers publicly denounced the play, threatening to

                 have the cast arrested for "indecent exposure."

"This play is filled with vulgarity, filled with explicit scenes, filled with unsafe sex," Chambers spewed when contacted by the New York Times.

                     With support from arts organizations and the American Civil Liberties

                 Union, a local judge eventually ordered that the show could indeed go on.

                 The incident, while small and largely unnoticed is but a single chapter in the

                 production history of a play that, like the angel in its title, continues to crash

                 through the walls of naturalistic theater throughout the world.

                     Today, "Angels in America" strives to make its mark on the Princeton

                 community as the latest Program in Theatre and Dance senior thesis

                 production, directed by Jared Ramos '01.

                     Not-so-subtly subtitled "A Gay Fantasia on National Themes," Kushner

                 makes no attempt to ground this play in strict reality, nor is he modest about

                 the epic scope that his work envisions — and I emphasize epic — the play's

                 two separate but intertwined parts combine for a marathon seven hour run.

                     But the attention span-deficient need not shy away — Ramos explores only

                 the apocalyptic "Part I: Millennium Approaches" in this production (a choice

                 echoed by many professional directors), which provides an ample and rather

                 timely glimpse into Kushner's razor-sharp wit and social commentary.

                     The setting is New York in 1985, a mere 15 years before the dawn of the

                 third millennium. AIDS had just become the latest buzzword in the media. It is

                 easy to write off "Angels in America" as merely an AIDS play, and many

                 critics have taken free reign to do so.

                     But the brilliance behind Kushner's rendition of a fantasy-tinged 80's reality

                 is that he uses AIDS as a lens through which some of society's other

                 widespread issues — global warming, pollution, anti-Semitism, Reaganomics

                 — are illuminated. The disease becomes a metaphor for a devastated society

                 fighting to survive and maintain an eroding faith in a crumbling world.

                     But even more significant are the universal themes that "Angels" explores

                 through its complex, interwoven character relationships. The plot is far too

                 complex to lend itself to a reductive summary, but the action essentially

                 centers on two struggling relationships, one gay and one straight. On one end

                 of the spectrum are Joe (Noah Burger '04) and Prior (Jed Peterson '04).

                 Together for four years, the couple is forced to reexamine its faith in the

                 power of love and the ensuing shadow of death. Prior has been diagnosed

                 with AIDS and slowly is beginning to show the scars of his battle, and Louis

                 quite simply can't cut it. With no one to turn to, Prior seeks solace in the

                 maternal bosom of Belize (Khalil Sullivan '04), a drag queen-turned-nurse

                 with a heart of gold.

                     Meanwhile, on the religious right side of the spectrum are Joe (Adam

                 Friedman '01) and Harper Pitt (Devin Sidell '02), a young working class

                 Mormon couple who have recently migrated to the city from Utah. Joe

                 struggles to reconcile his latent homosexuality with his Mormon faith, while

                 Harper escapes into a Valium-induced hallucinatory fantasyland in order to

                 hide from the brutal reality of the world that surrounds her. Eventually, Joe's

                 hardened and devout widowed mother, Hannah (Kate Callahan '01), makes

                 her own soul-searching pilgrimage to the city with the intention of saving her

                 son's marriage.

                     Adding one of the most memorable voices to the bizarre mix is Joe's

                 mentor, the infamous McCarthyist lawyer and closeted homosexual (he

                 reminds us that he's not gay, he just sleeps with men) Roy Cohn (Kurt Uy

                 '01) whose own personal battle with AIDS serves to show us that even the

                 despicable can be pitied.

                     Punctuating the action and underscoring the urgency of the approaching

                 millennium is The Angel (Bibiane Choi '03). Meanwhile, on the fringes, an

                 assortment of eclectic personalities, including such historical figures as Ethel

                 Rosenberg serve to highlight the sense that this is indeed a play of universal

                 human existence.

                     By weaving all these scattered lives together, "Angels in America"

                 demonstrates that struggle and suffering are universal and familiar to us all, no

                 matter what our station in life.

                     But unlike many plays of its genre, "Angels in America" gives us characters

                 and situations that are normal rather than noble. In this world, hearts and

                 condoms break and the atmosphere and society both deteriorate. But in the

                 "very Steven Spielberg" end, the Angel reminds us that redemption is on its

                 way.

October 6, 2000 

KU theatre season opens with 'Angels in America'  

LAWRENCE - "Angels in America, Part 1: Millennium Approaches," Tony Kushner's Pulitzer Prize-winning drama, will open the 2000-01 University of Kansas theatre season……

In addition to the 1991 Pulitzer, the play has won two Tony Awards, two Drama Desk Awards, the Evening Standard Award, the New York Critics Circle Award and the LAMBDA Literary Award among others……. 

The KU production is being directed by Jack Wright, professor of theatre and film……. Wright described "Angels in America" as "a rare entity - a work for the stage that is profoundly moving, yet very funny; highly theatrical, yet steeped in traditional literary values, and deeply American in its attitudes and political concerns." 

"This is a very well written piece," Wright said. "It is a complex play that has an epic feel to it, but is also intimate and human. The sweeping issues raised in the play are

counterbalanced by very human scenes showing us individuals with very private personas." 

Wright said Kushner managed to find great humor and laughter in the midst of the political rage and huge ideas that engulf the boundaries of his play, and combines reality with fantasy in such a remarkable way that audiences are swept away with the play's theatricality. 

"Its general threads of politics and religion, love and responsibility, are tightly interwoven with ordinary people and places that suddenly erupt into monumental happenings and frightful dreams and imaginings," he explained. The beauty of Kushner's elaborate work, he added, is that the answers are not simple and the search reveals the complexity within each of us. In the play, eight actors play 20 different characters that weave in and out of a tapestry of actions and events. 

The play is set in the midst of the Reagan/Bush years, and its roughly 30 scenes move rapidly with cinematic precision, as a handful of people try to make sense of the world. The basic action revolves around Prior, a man living with AIDS, whose lover, Louis, has left him and become involved with Joe, an ex-Mormon and political conservative whose wife, Harper, is slowly having a nervous breakdown. At the center of these two separate relationships is a fictionalized re-creation of the American conservative ideologue lawyer, Roy Cohn, who discovers he has to deal with his own set of severe circumstances.

Kilgore College defunded because of Angels in America

Posted by Jenny Perkins on November 03, 1999 at 10:02:59:

To those who are concerned, the atrocity of the defunding of the Texas Shakespeare Festival for $50,000 needs correcting. If you know anyone that can help this situation or can help yourself, please do not hesitate. This is a foul thing to have happened and please pass this message on to someone that might be of some use to getting some of the funds back into this 12 year old festival. Just because Kilgore participated in a play that

dealt with homosexuality, the men in power decided that tax payers don't need to pay or help with funding for a state funded college program.

Thank you,

Jenny Perkins

November 2, 1999

Dear Friend:

As most of you have probably heard by now, on October 28th, the Gregg

County Commissioners voted to rescind their budgetary allotment of

$50,000 to the Texas Shakespeare Festival. They said that the reason was that

the county should not be funding the fine arts, but there is no doubt that

the rescinding of this money was directly connected to the College's

decision to proceed with the play, Angels in America. A number of you have

asked how you can support the College, the Festival, and the principles of

academic/artistic freedom. There are several ways: (1) within your

own circle of influence, please let the action of the Commissioner's Court

be known; (2) if you have ways of publicizing the loss of $50,000 by

networking on the INTERNET, you will help spread the awareness of the

consequences of preserving academic and artistic freedom and possibly

help us recover some of the lost funds; (3) if you know of any possible

funding sources, please do not hesitate referring us to those sources, or
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Kushner, Tony
Angels in America





Genre Play (307 pp.) Keywords AIDS , Caregivers , Death and Dying , Disability , Doctor-Patient Relationship , Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual Issues , Humor and Illness/Disability , Infectious Disease , Mental Illness , Religion , Society 

Summary   Angels in America is really two full-length plays. Part I: Millennium Approaches won the 1993 Pulitzer Prize for Drama. This play explores "the state of the nation"--the sexual, racial, religious, political and social issues confronting the country during the Reagan years, as the AIDS epidemic spreads.

Two of the main characters have AIDS. One, Prior, is a sane, likeable man who wonders if he is crazy as he is visited by ghosts of his ancestors, and selected by angels to be a prophet (but the audience sees the ghosts and angels too). The other main character, Roy Cohn, based on the real political figure, is a hateful powerbroker who refuses the diagnosis of AIDS because only powerless people get that sickness. 

A rabbi opens the play, saying that in the American "melting pot" nothing melts; three Mormons try to reconcile their faith with the facts of their lives. Belize, an African-American gay nurse, is the most compassionate and decent person in the play, along with Hannah, the Mormon mother who comes to New York to try to untangle the mess of her son and daughter-in-law's marriage. In contrast to their commitment, Prior's lover, Louis, abandons him in cowardly fear of illness. The play portrays a wide range of reactions to illness, both by the patients and by those around them. Included is the realization that much of the nation's reaction is political and prejudiced.

The second play, Part II: Perestroika (winner of a Tony Award), continues the story, with the angel explaining to Prior that God has abandoned his creation, and that Prior has been chosen to somehow stop progress and return the world to the "good old days." Prior tells the angel he is not a prophet; he's a lonely, sick man. "I'm tired to death of being tortured by some mixed-up, irresponsible angel. . . Leave me alone."

Ironically, Belize is Roy Cohn's nurse, as Cohn--even as he is dying in his hospital bed--tries to manipulate the system to get medication and special treatment, and to trick the ghost of Ethel Rosenberg into singing him a lullaby. Meanwhile, the Mormon mother, Hannah, manages to help save the sanity and integrity of her daughter-in-law, Harper; and she also is a good caregiver for Prior.

At the end of the play, we see Prior, Louis, Belize, and Hannah sitting on the rim of the fountain in Central Park with the statue of the Bethesda angel. They say that when the Millennium came, everyone who was "suffering, in the body or the spirit, [and] walked through the waters of the fountain of Bethesda, would be healed, washed clean of pain."

These four characters represent Jews and Christians and agnostics; homosexuals and heterosexuals; blacks and whites; men and women; caregivers and patients; two generations--the American mix, in this case, caring about each other. Somehow, although the real angels in this play seem inept and reactionary, these folks together at the Bethesda angel fountain seem competent contributors to the future.

Commentary   These plays compose an epic drama that has deservedly earned awards for its portrayal of contemporary America--its mixture of brutal reality and miraculous fantasy, its tragedy and comedy, its meannesses and compassions. Angels and real historical figures, fictional characters and ghosts, all appear on stage together and challenge our conventional concepts of what is real.

The scene at the end of the first play, when the angel comes crashing through the ceiling into Prior's sickroom, is one of the most dazzling dramatic spectacles ever staged. Every situation is seen from at least two different, and often conflicting perspectives. Characters in the play struggle to find meaning in a world apparently abandoned by God. Some deny, reject, and fail, but the strong ones break free (as does Harper), or find their meaning in compassion and commitment to others (Hannah and Belize).

Publisher   Theatre Communications Group (New York) Edition1993 

Annotated by   Donley, Carol
The Historical Frame in Angels in America
excerpted from: The Creative Spirit: An Introduction to the Theatre 
by Stephanie Arnold
 

An obvious example Of the se of a historical frame in Millenium Approaches is the appearance of two additional characters, both named Prior Walter, in Act 111, Scene 1, excerpted later in the chapter. Prior Walter is the name of the central character in Angels in America, who becomes a representative of the gay community and the larger American community. through his suffering with AIDS and then his transcendence of both illness and despair. The Angel appears to Prior to proclaim him as the "Prophet ".
Before the entrance of the Angel, Prior is visited by two other "Priors" to warn of the coming of the Angel, rather like the ghosts who visit Scrooge in Dickens's Christmas Carol. These two Priors turn out to be English ancestors of the twentieth-century Prior, one from the thirteenth century and one from the seventeenth century. Each, it turns out, was a victim of the plague of his particular century, the thirteenth century's "spotty monster" and the seventeenth century's "Blackjack." The presence of these plague victims puts the AIDS epidemic in historical perspective; the Prior ancestors place the twentieth-century Prior in a long line of descendents that can be seen as the human family. We see outbreaks of plague as illnesses that affected entire societies, not as historically unique events or as punishments visited on any one group of people for their sins.
The Character Roy Cohn as a Historical Figure
Kushner's most complex and original development of ..... historical frames comes in the character Roy Cohn. Cohn is central to Kushner's dramatic vision and his commentary on history and politics.
Born in 1927, Roy Cohn first achieved national prominence in the Cold War atmosphere of the late 1940s and 1950s. He served as an assistant to the prosecutor in the trial of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, who in 1951 were found guilty of selling atomic secrets to the Soviet Union and in 1953 were executed in the electric chair. Cohn claimed that he personally influenced the judge to sentence the Rosenbergs to death. Cohn then became counsel and sidekick to Senator.Joseph McCarthy, who launched the anti-communist "witch hunts" of the early 1950s that destroyed the lives and careers of many American writers, artists, and intellectuals. McCarthy died in the 1950s, discredited and censured, but Cohn lived on, finding new allies in right-wing politics and new opportunities as a lawyer to the wealthy. He died of AIDS in 1986.
Because of the real Roy Cohn's position in American history, the character Roy Cohn brings onstage with him a long trail of historical baggage. His appearance evokes the excesses of the Cold War and especially the execution of the Rosenbergs. But he is also a contemporary reference, with his connections to the Reagan administration and his death from AIDS.
A study in contradictions, Cohn is a homophobic homosexual; a Jew whose harshest judgments were made against other Jews; a lawyer who twisted the law for his own enrichment, self-gratification, and aggrandizement. Condensed in the Cohn character is a large share of the contradictions in American life that are the subjects of Kushner's play. Cohn, real and fictionalized, historical and contemporary, is placed in the center of Kushner's plot structure as a background to the rest of the action.
Roy Cohn and the Plot of Angels in America
Kushner brings Cohn into the construction of Angels in America: Millennium Approaches through two different subplots. Because of his shady dealings as a lawyer, Cohn faces disbarment proceedings. He is therefore searching for an attractive, loyal, young Republican man to place in the Justice Department in a desperate attempt to outmaneuver the disbarment. The young lawyer on whom Cohn fixes his attention and hopes for salvation is Joe Pitt, the Mormon husband at a crossroads in his own life.
The second subplot is when Cohn's health deteriorates and he becomes part of the AIDS community inhabited by Prior and his close friend and nurse, Belize. Of course, these tangled interactions at crucial points are calculated. There is no pretense here that all of these characters' paths would intersect in such convenient ways in the natural course of events, as there would be in a realistic play. Kushner wants us to see these lives in contrast with each other; he cleverly and boldly arranges the circumstances to provide the encounters.
Roy Cohn and Ethel Rosenberg
Toward the end of the first play, Kushner expands the focus on Cohn as a historical figure by providing him with a disturbing companion He creates a fictional version of Ethel Rosen berg as she might have appeared had she live to be an older woman. The association o Cohn with the execution of Ethel Rosenberg (1953) is the most heinous of the various crime against humanity that Kushner draws on in hi construction of the Cohn character.
Although few historians continue to argue that Julius Rosenberg was framed by the government, the degree of Ethel Rosenberg' involvement as a spy is uncertain. Some conclude that she provided her husband a minimal amount of support; others maintain that he only crime was knowledge of Julius Rosenberg' treason. Government documents released in 1980 make clear that the execution of this young mother of two children was a ploy to gain information from her husband. It was also part of the government's anti-Communist propaganda campaign. Above all, the execution o Ethel Rosenberg was far in excess of any reasonable sentence for her limited participation in espionage. For people who lived through the repressive climate of the 1950s in the United States, the appearance of Ethel Rosenberg on the stage in Angels in America is shocking.
The character that Kushner creates for Ethel Rosenberg bears little resemblance to the historical woman, at least as she has been interpreted by historians. A young woman when she died, she now appears as a comfortable Jewish grandmother with a toughness beneath the recognizable stereotypical role. In keeping with Kushner's outrageous approach to his material, Cohn and Rosenberg banter and bicker as if they are old friends rather than mortal enemies.
Like the figure of Cohn, the character of Ethel Rosenberg is loaded with complex significance. She seems to be something of the angel of death, coming for Cohn at the end of his life. She is an accusation and a reminder. But perhaps most startling, there is also forgiveness in this character, a character who would have less reason than anyone in America to forgive Roy Cohn and his colleagues for their transgressions.
 

 

   Reviews 

   Amazon.com 

   Tony Kushner's Angels in America is that rare entity: a work for the stage that is profoundly moving yet very funny, highly theatrical yet steeped in traditional literary values, and most of all deeply American in its attitudes and political concerns. In two full-length plays--Millennium Approaches and Perestroika--Kushner tells the story of a handful of people trying to make sense of the world. Prior is a man living with AIDS whose lover Louis has left him and become involved with Joe, an ex-Mormon and political conservative whose wife, Harper, is slowly having a nervous breakdown. These stories are contrasted with that of Roy Cohn (a fictional re-creation of the infamous American conservative ideologue who died of AIDS in 1986) and his attempts to

remain in the closet while trying to find some sort of personal salvation in his beliefs.

   But such a summary does not do justice to Kushner's grand plan, which mixes magical realism with political speeches, high comedy with painful tragedy, and stitches it all together with a daring sense of irony and a moral vision that demands respect and attention. On one level, the play is an indictment of the government led by Ronald Reagan, from the blatant disregard for the AIDS crisis to the flagrant political corruption. But beneath the acute sense of political and moral outrage lies a meditation on what it means to live and die--of AIDS, or anything else--in a society that cares less and less about human life and basic decency. The play's breadth and internal drive is matched by its beautiful writing and unbridled compassion. Winner of two Tony Awards and the 1991 Pulitzer Prize for drama, Angels in America is one of the most outstanding plays of the American theater.

   --Michael Bronski

   From Booklist , April 15, 1994

At the end of Millennium Approaches, the Pulitzer Prize-winning first part of Angels in America , an angel crashes in on AIDS sufferer Prior Walter and declares him a prophet, which is pretty expressionistic-surrealistic stuff, not to mention its cliff-hanger value. Perestroika follows on from that moment not only in its action but in its treatment; for rather than teetering between realism and fantasy like part 1, it's wholeheartedly expressionist.   The drama is better for this firmer sense of theatrical style. The archness and pop-cultural knowingness of the gay characters' dialogue is more tolerable, and the play's grand point (which Kushner seemed not to be approaching in Millennium Approaches) is better made in a fantastic context because it is an abstract argument

about fate and human values. The gist of it is that God has vanished (but not died), leaving humanity as the only other creative force around, and we just want more life and love, by golly. Kinda thin gruel, but preceded by so many theatrical pyrotechnics that second helpings of many of the awards Millennium Approaches got are

entirely to be expected. Ray Olson 

   Copyright© 1994, American Library Association. All rights reserved --This text refers to the hardcover edition of this title

   Synopsis 

   The most anticipated new American play of the decade, this brilliant work is an emotional, poetic, political epic in two parts: Millennium Approaches and Perestroika. Spanning the years of the Reagan administration, it weaves the lives of fictional and historical characters into a feverish web of social, political, and sexual revelations. --This text refers to the paperback edition of this title
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     Blessed with More Life

     On directing Tony Kushner's Angels in America, by Susan L. Chast

          Susan Chast teaches the history, theory, and practice of theater at the College of William and Mary in Williamsburg, VA. She is a member of Williamsburg Monthly Meeting, and shared some of her performance pieces in the Lemonade Gallery at last year's FGC Gathering.

     WHEN I WAS A TEENAGER in 4-H, I directed dramatic scenes for the county fair in Greene County, NY, beginning an activity that was to become a way of life for me. By 1974 I was calling myself a director; by 1983 I was also a con- vinced Quaker, but I didn't consider my stage directing either an art or a spiritual ministry up until a few years ago. I saw directing as a community-building activity, i.e. a political activity.  Productions can be "mere" entertainment or timely in some way, but they always move participants to care about and to know each other as they play together. 

     However, when I began to write and perform my own work as an answer to a specific leading in 1997, I realized that the particular power of theater to create community had to do with its peculiar nature as an art. With the actor and human body as the core, it works through moving images—spatial, aural, and visual images. And the art of directing is a paradoxically calculated and still mysterious manipulation of images that breathe life into each performance and then touch other lives.

     By the time I directed Tony Kushner's Angels in America in 1998 and faced the critical controversy that arose, I was questioning my identities as educator, artist, and Quaker, seeking to understand how I live each through the other in a spiral of experience. What has the life of an artist to do with simplicity? With faith? With staying on the path? Angels reminded me how important theater can be as a ministry as well as a community-building activity.

     WHY DIRECT Angels in America ? An epic two-part drama by Tony Kushner, a gay and Jewish writer, the whole subtitled "A Gay Fantasia on National Themes." In Part One, a constellation of characters seems doomed by their own confusions while an Angel

delivers odd messages to a gay man struggling with the duel issues of AIDS and his lover's desertion. In Part Two, one man dies of AIDS and the remaining characters confront the Angels only to learn they are to be "blessed with more life." Controversy ensued in a few of the performance locations of Part One: The Millennium Approaches, Part Two: Perestroika, or both together. The production at Catholic University was thrown off campus and in danger of oblivion before being rescued by the Arena Stage. The production in Charlottesville proceeded despite attempts by the town government to abort its run.

     In my department at the College of William and Mary, students and faculty examined this track record seriously. Concerns raised by the play include not only homosexual characters and context, but on-stage sex and nudity. As I was to discover, another problem is the dialogue. One character based on a historical figure, Roy Cohn, speaks in the foulest expletives. The play, however, is also a Pulitzer Prize winner produced to rave reviews in New York City and multiple locations in the USA and in England.

     My own connection with the play has to do with none of this. To me the play deals brilliantly and pervasively with one of the hardest topics open to any spiritual person: how to incorporate the existence of evil and suffering with an idea of God. The epic saga of the play reveals a constellation of Protestant, Mormon, Jewish, and also spiritually impoverished characters trying to imagine a world where spirit and love can grow in new relationship while what seems to be civilization falls apart around them. Some are gay and some are sick and some are crazy and all are open to experience the Light in some small way. Kushner examines these timely questions in a theatrical, non-sermonizing way. "Wow" is my overall reaction to the text; "We accomplished all this?" was my reaction to our production. "Wow" is even now my response as the production still resonates in my life. In fact, the pain that arose during rehearsals, performance, and aftermath is intricately bound up with the joy of participation in the ministry.

     AFTER I CHOSE THE SCRIPT, an issue arose before casting and moving into rehearsal. I am not a gay man. How could I ensure that we were understanding that world? I had been warned by the chair of my department not to discriminate in casting. How could I, anyway, put the question, "And, are you gay?" on the casting form? Luckily, one of the cast did turn out to be gay and willing to talk about it, while most of the students I knew to be gay avoided the casting call. The staging of this play would have "outed" them too much. I called the Williamsburg AIDS Network for research into AIDS treatments and progress within the body and sent the props people and the make-up people there. The Network made both gay and non-gay advisors available, and held a benefit dinner and celebration on our opening night. Similarly, to extend our research, rehearsals included visits from Mormons, tapes from local old world Hebrews to

give us their dialect and views on the Kaddish, and visits from professional nurses.

     My students were more eager for discovery through experience than I was, and this made rehearsal constantly challenging for me. Each had to sign a statement that they were aware of the content and demands of the play (including the sex and nudity), before being cast and before accepting the role. They had a chance to reconsider before each of the difficult scenes came up in rehearsal and again before technical rehearsals began (when others would begin to see what had resulted from our rehearsal process). When I suggested dropping the nudity, we discussed the context of the medical examination in which it occurred and concluded that the rest of the play romanticized AIDS too much. Without a visual encounter with the humility of real physical exposure and ravaging disease, the audience would not "get" the truth. The makeup for this 30-second scene took three hours of two make-up artists' time for EACH performance.  The scene touched me with its truth every time: our very own bodies as the site of betrayal. 

     Similarly, we retained the sordid sex scene after talking about it from many angles. I felt that, given the depth of love challenged throughout the play, the only image of sexuality should not be a jerk-off type pick-up scene in the park. Students saw my point, but also valued the issue of safe sex and condoms, and the importance of the characters' denial of their fear of life. And together we saw that Kushner had intended this scene to show the true nature of the simultaneous scene on stage: a "business" meeting between two men, where the older and politically sophisticated Roy Cohn tries to seduce a young Mormon man with his perverted vision of success.  The two scenes worked together but not separately. We found a way to do the sex scene far upstage and obscured by shadows, but the explicit dialogue still rankled me. It is the one scene in our production that I did not feel I had adequately solved as a director, though I believe the students were right to insist upon it. 

     So you see, the rehearsal itself was vibrant with learning. We discussed our attitudes toward God, homosexuality, and other things—though we never could speak outwardly and openly about sex itself. We dealt with individual cast members facing the assumption that they were gay by their peers and with the sudden defacing of our posters and the potential for hate crimes. We became a strong community of support. The five weeks of rehearsal for our staging of Part One and reading of Part Two were a blessing of constant revelation in a spiritual community. Indeed, by the time the production opened, I had forgotten to fear anything from the public.

     THE GALA OPENING provided marvelous audience response. We all soared and congratulated ourselves backstage. So the angel got stuck in the fly rail, so the burning book didn't burn. The audience had entered into the spirit of the work. Bravo! I stood outside during the intermissions on that and on subsequent nights and watched the early departures. More had left during my previous production, Chekhov's Cherry Orchard, a play whose slow movement I love fiercely but one that many find boring. Similar audience response enlivened each showing. The lobby books I had provided for immediate audience feedback gained a few comments and most of them were positive.

     The following Wednesday, a marvelously positive review was buried in the local Virginia Gazette, while the front page banner read boldly: "AUDIENCE WALKS OUT OF GAY PLAY." The opening line in the lead article posed the question "When does

entertainment cross the line to become a gratuitous attempt to shock the audience?" While the article was a balanced interview and report that included comments from the chair of the Theatre Department and myself as well as from those who resented exposure to Angels, the headline and its placement earned the response the paper so clearly desired. For the next four weeks, signed letters to the editor and anonymous phone comments debating this issue became the paper's selling point. Since the College of William and Mary's Board of Visitors met when the first paper hit the press and questioned W&M's association with the play, the top administration of the college had to investigate our activities. To their credit, once the college officials determined that we had a conscientious decision-making process in choosing our season's plays, they defended the department's actions. 

     In retrospect, I see the debate as the production doing its job. At the time, it merely frightened me. It seemed to have nothing to do with the art or its issues and everything to do with individual ideas of propriety and morality. A few people actually called for my

resignation and the dismissal of the department chair who had supported my work. Some pointed out in our defense that the publicity had been explicit and that audience members had a choice about whether or not to attend. Some wrote to say the play and the production were intriguing, but did not belong in a state-funded institution in general or W&M in particular. Many wrote to decry the play based on hearsay, condemning the school and the play although they had not attended. These frightened me the most and I

imagined demonstrations outside my house (which did not occur). For example, one letter quoted de Tocqueville in saying that by ceasing to be good, W&M could no longer be great. It determined, based on the newspaper debate, that the play was salacious, and the message obscure because of the characters and language that were its vehicles. My departmental colleagues actually became silent around this controversy, though I discovered later that a few of them attributed the unusual student and audience responsiveness and excellent review to the contemporary popularity and intrigue of an otherwise uninteresting script.

     At Friends Meeting, few had seen the production. Of those who did, one still reminds me of scenes that moved her. Another had lent me AIDS posters from around the world to use in a special concurrent exhibit. But more generally the response was unease. I remember, for example, sitting at a Baltimore YM spiritual formation dinner once the newspaper reaction was in full force, and being told "I did not see your play, but from what the papers said, I wonder that you did it. Don't parents have something to say about what their children do? I wouldn't want my child in this production." At that moment, I could not see this response as part of the gift of ministry nor could I answer that of God in the questioner. 

     BUT AT THE VERY LEAST—maybe at the most—this is the space that opened among people as part of the event: a space for examining assumptions in the light of our contemporary news and within the Light of God. When this space opens, how ready are we to enter it?  How invested are we, as individuals and as a society, in preventing the harder questions of our lives to arise? 

     When I overcame my fear toward and disappointment in some of the responses and began to weigh in the positive responses (such as "great acting," "beautiful images," "tender," "brave," "great choice," and "thank you"), I began to look for a larger forum in which to continue the debate and raise such questions as: "What do you look for in the theater and in other arts and fictions? In what ways can we come to know our neighbors? How do you try to imagine the future?" I wanted audience members, performers, and others to gather inside the territory of the arts to continue the debate.

     Except in my classes, this was not to be. One response letter made this failure particularly poignant to me. The writer saw in our fine production the use of AIDS as a metaphor for fear and loneliness. He mentioned a friend who had died of AIDS and how he had seen this friend's face in one of the staged characters. He offered to help lead discussions among people of all ages for three reasons: to publically discuss being gay in America, to join the college with the town, and to have the conversations necessary to help Kushner's "forward dawning" to occur. I hope he was able to pursue the "forward dawning" even though my own spiritual work led me in another direction.

     When I performed my own solo work in summer 1999 at FGC's Lemonade Gallery, the playing opened me like a prayer and enfolded me with God. Afterwards, I sat down to explain, small again, forgetting everything I knew about trusting the art and its images, about trusting the audience. Finally two spectators stopped me to ask if I was interested in hearing their responses. I finally sat back and listened. As with Angels in America, parts of the work were praised and parts criticized, and, as with Angels, the deepest aspects of

the response included viewers' comments from their own lives as they related to the images on the stage. 

     It is in this open conversation that I feel—beyond embarrassment, apology, and explanation—gratitude for the leading that has brought me to a ministry through theater. In the last Types & Shadows, Jennifer Elam spoke my mind when she said, "I was in awe of God's work in my life." Resistance and pain accompany the joy, and the twists and turns of events are part of the blessing. 

          Types & Shadows is published quarterly by the Fellowship of Quakers in the Arts. Subscriptions are available through membership in the FQA.

