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"Marvelous . . . A vital book about how to make political art that offers lasting solace in times of
great trouble, and wisdom to audiences in the years that follow."- Washington PostNAMED ONE
OF THE BEST BOOKS OF THE YEAR BY NPR A STONEWALL BOOK AWARDS HONOR
BOOKThe oral history of Angels in America, as told by the artists who created it and the
audiences forever changed by it--a moving account of the AIDS era, essential queer history, and
an exuberant backstage tale.When Tony Kushner's Angels in America hit Broadway in 1993, it
won the Pulitzer Prize, swept the Tonys, launched a score of major careers, and changed the
way gay lives were represented in popular culture. Mike Nichols's 2003 HBO adaptation starring
Meryl Streep, Al Pacino, and Mary-Louise Parker was itself a tour de force, winning Golden
Globes and eleven Emmys, and introducing the play to an even wider public. This generation-
defining classic continues to shock, move, and inspire viewers worldwide.Now, on the 25th
anniversary of that Broadway premiere, Isaac Butler and Dan Kois offer the definitive account of
Angels in America in the most fitting way possible: through oral history, the vibrant conversation
and debate of actors (including Streep, Parker, Nathan Lane, and Jeffrey Wright), directors,
producers, crew, and Kushner himself. Their intimate storytelling reveals the on- and offstage
turmoil of the play's birth--a hard-won miracle beset by artistic roadblocks, technical disasters,
and disputes both legal and creative. And historians and critics help to situate the play in the arc
of American culture, from the staunch activism of the AIDS crisis through civil rights triumphs to
our current era, whose politics are a dark echo of the Reagan '80s.Expanded from a popular
Slate cover story and built from nearly 250 interviews, The World Only Spins Forward is both a
rollicking theater saga and an uplifting testament to one of the great works of American art of the
past century, from its gritty San Francisco premiere to its starry, much-anticipated Broadway
revival in 2018.

“Best Books of the Year” ―NPR“Best Nonfiction Books of the Year” ―Electric Literature“Best
Gifts for Book Lovers” ―The Cut“Marvelous . . . a vital book about how to make political art that
offers lasting solace in times of great trouble, and wisdom to audiences in the years that follow.”
―Washington Post“The definitive account of a definitive work of American drama.”
―Entertainment Weekly“[An] epic oral history . . . Hundreds of interviewees--from playright Tony
Kushner to Meryl Streep, who starred in the HBO adaption--lend their insight into both the
themes of the play as well as the creative acts required to bring it so stunningly to life.” ―Maris
Kreizman, The Cut, "Best Gifts for Book Lovers"“A fascinating, backstage tour . . . The point is
not just to show how this play found its voice, but also to place it in context . . . Theater magic.
You've got to love it. And Dan Kois and Isaac Butler have captured a lot of it in The World Only
Spins Forward.” ―Bob Mondello, NPR “Best Books of the Year”“Like Angels in America itself,



this oral history of Tony Kushner's two-part, seven-hour theatrical masterwork contains
multitudes . . . capturing the ongoing reverberance and currency of Angels. It also conveys, on a
granular level, the determination, heartbreak and competitive fire that go into making great
theater . . . The World Only Spins Forward both celebrates and illuminates a great work.” ―San
Francisco Chronicle“[A] fascinating oral history.” ―Vogue“A full-bodied portrait of Angels and the
many people who nurtured it . . . A vivid, intelligently organized oral history . . . More than just the
masterful story of one brilliant play, The World Only Moves Forward demonstrates the essentially
collaborative nature of theater as an art form.” ―Wendy Smith, Washington Post“An illuminating
assemblage of anecdotes, commentary, and nitty-gritty rehearsal notes . . . The World Only
Spins Forward will stand as the definitive account of the birth, life, and legacy of Angels.”
―American Theatre“The World Only Spins Forward is a tribute to a masterwork as well as
evidence that Angels in America is as urgent today as it was when it premiered.” ―Esquire“The
definitive history of this now iconic play in oral history format . . . This gathering of the voices of
actors, writers, and others is exceptional . . . Highly recommended for anyone interested in
performance, cultural history, and theater.” ―Starred review, Library Journal“A brash and
buoyant oral history of Angels in America . . . This invaluable origin story also examines the AIDS
era and queer history in general.” ―Starred review, Booklist“Even those who have never seen
Angels will certainly be entertained and will come away with a great appreciation for the play.”
―Publishers Weekly“A rich historical resource, the book chronicles the emergence of AIDS and
the nation's changing attitudes toward homosexuality from 1978 to 2018, when Angels is set to
be revived yet again . . . A chorus of candid, emotional, and often moving testimonies.” ―Kirkus
Reviews“Compelling, surprising and inspiring . . . The World Only Spins Forward has everything
you want in an oral history of Angels in America: historical context, funny and thoughtful
memories from hundreds of eyewitnesses and a celebration of an enduring, powerful theater
piece.” ―Shelf Awareness“Ingenious . . . Captures all the twists and turns of fate that went into
the two-part epic's creation with a sense of suspense and drama--from the joy and exuberance
to the heartache . . . Butler and Kois place us on intimate terms with the play's characters, ideas,
and humanity--and their book, a prescient reminder of the need to follow one's truth in the face
of oppression and intolerance, will be an invaluable text for years to come.” ―Lambda Literary
Review“Butler and Kois have done stellar work here... this isn't just a history of this play, it's a
history of a time in America, and the absolute sea change that this play was instrumental in
causing.” ―Tor.com“We can more than guarantee that you won't read anything quite like this
phenomenal collection all year.” ―PopSugar“A kaleidoscopic and fabulously entertaining
book . . . Even the uninitiated are sure to be moved.” ―Los Angeles Review of Books“A must-
read historical account for theater lovers, history buffs, and actors alike.” ―Backstage“[A]
prodigiously reported and deeply engaging book by Isaac Butler and Dan Kois that traces the
evolution of Tony Kushner's landmark two-part play about the AIDS crisis. This oral history is, like
the play it chronicles, a masterpiece of its art form... the overall effect is like eavesdropping at a
reunion of old friends once the boring folks have left and the good booze has been poured.”



―National Book Review“[A] superbly paced, enthralling oral history of this now-classic work of
theater, Butler and Kois splice interviews with more than 200 figures including Kushner, Meryl
Streep, critic Frank Rich, director Oskar Eustis, and Kushner's husband, writer Mark Harris, into
an extraordinary narrative of the origin and evolution of a groundbreaking work of genius.”
―National Book Review“The World Only Spins Forward is funny, moving, and utterly fascinating,
a portrait of artists coming together to make something radically new and beautiful.” ―Thrillist,
"Best Books of 2018"“Fascinating.” ―Newsweek“[A] beautiful literary homage to [Kushner's]
theatrical sensation... Its true heart is found in the perspectives and opinions of hundreds of
people associated with the play... The resounding voices of actors, authors, playwrights, critics,
scholars, and many more echo throughout this impressive historical retrospective.” ―Bay Area
Reporter“Kois and Butler's sharp pruning and assembly of these lively conversations recreates a
living, breathing version of the truth only possible via crowdsourcing . . . The story that emerges
is not only one of unbelievable talent and hard work, or even the who's-getting-fired/who's-
getting-hired gossip that thickens the broth of any good origin story; no, the real story is the
sheer tenuousness of the play's grip on success. Its narrative reveals a number of turning points
which, out of either happenstance or angelic interference, all went the right direction . . .
Finishing the book . . . leaves the reader feeling as though they've been through something.”
―Milwaukee Magazine“Tony Kushner's Angels in America is a significant accomplishment.
Significant as well were the tremendous efforts that went into the making of it: the setbacks,
doubts, battles, scenes considered and reconsidered, as well as the revelations and epiphanies.
All of it is here in The World Only Spins Forward, a vital contribution to our understanding that a
great play does not simply descend to Earth, fully formed, like an angel on a wire. This book
should be required reading for anyone who cares about art in all its forms.” ―Michael
Cunningham“A meticulously textured oral history about an extraordinary work of art and the era
of its creation, woven out of the words of the genius who created it and all of the artists,
producers, and friends whose love, talent, and dedication made it possible.” ―Anna Deavere
Smith“A wildly entertaining and definitive chronicle of the most important play of its era, The
World Only Spins Forward manages to be a fascinating look at the artistic process, a
sophisticated case study in how politics informs art, and a probing, lively work of criticism. In
digging deep into the singular achievement of Angels in America, Isaac Butler and Dan Kois also
make a persuasive case for the oral history itself, a deceptively tricky form that, as they
demonstrate, can be as ambitious as any other. An essential part of any culturally-engaged
person's library.” ―Jason Zinoman, New York Times-bestselling author of LETTERMAN: THE
LAST GIANT OF LATE NIGHT“Several people interviewed in this book called Angels in America
'the Hamilton of its time'--which makes reading The World Only Spins Forward the next best
thing to being in the room where it happened. It's deep. It's dishy. It's a must-read for theater fans
and engaged Americans.” ―Tim Federle, author of BETTER NATE THAN EVER“Theater fans,
preorder this book right now! It's basically free compared to your Angels in America tickets and it
will deepen your experience exponentially.” ―Rachel Fershleiser“Extraordinary.” ―Terry



Teachout“A truly astounding read and worth your time.” ―Cheryl Strayed, on Twitter, of the Slate
feature“Required reading that kept me up late.” ―Lin-Manuel Miranda, on Twitter, of the Slate
feature“Offers new perspectives on the creation and legacy of a dramatic masterpiece … I was
especially moved by firsthand accounts of the queer community in the shadow of AIDS … [The
World Only Spins Forward] had me constantly underlining passages and/or reading them aloud
to a friend. Oral histories call out to be shared and appreciated by as many people as possible.”
―Hank Stephenson, Shelf Awareness“The World Only Spins Forward chronicles the play's birth,
reception, and surprising afterlife in the words of those who made it, and it paints a compelling
picture of the community of actors, producers, activists, and stage professionals who
transformed a playwright's private vision into a theatrical and cultural event rivaled in our time
only by Hamilton. The result is a valuable document of its era, a treasure trove of gossip and
creative insight, and a handbook for surviving as an artist in the face of indifference and
oppression, and its message urgently deserves to be heard at a moment when what Kushner
calls “the Great Work” prepares to begin yet again.” ―Alec Nevala-Lee, author of ASTOUNDING:
JOHN W. CAMPBELL, ISAAC ASIMOV, ROBERT A. HEINLEIN, L. RON HUBBARD, AND THE
GOLDEN AGE OF SCIENCE FICTION--This text refers to the paperback edition.About the
AuthorIsaac Butler is the coauthor (with Dan Kois) of The World Only Spins Forward: The Ascent
of Angels in America, which NPR named one of the best books of 2018. Butler's writing has
appeared in New York magazine, Slate, the Guardian, American Theatre, and other publications.
For Slate, he created and hosted Lend Me Your Ears, a podcast about Shakespeare and
politics, and currently co-hosts Working, a podcast about the creative process. His work as a
director has been seen on stages throughout the United States. He is the co-creator, with Darcy
James Argue and Peter Nigrini, of Real Enemies, a multimedia exploration of conspiracy
theories in the American psyche, which was named one of the best live events of 2015 by the
New York Times and has been adapted into a feature-length film. Butler holds an MFA in
creative nonfiction from the University of Minnesota and teaches theater history and
performance at the New School and elsewhere. He lives in Brooklyn. --This text refers to the
paperback edition.
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An American Library Association Stonewall Book Awards Honor BookA Theatre Library
Association George Freedley Memorial Award FinalistMore Praise for The World Only Spins
Forward“[An] epic oral history … Hundreds of interviewees—from playwright Tony Kushner to
Meryl Streep, who starred in the HBO adaption—lend their insight into both the themes of the
play as well as the creative acts required to bring it so stunningly to life.” —Maris Kreizman, The
Cut, Best Gifts for Book Lovers“A full-bodied portrait of Angels and the many people who
nurtured it … A vivid, intelligently organized oral history … More than just the masterful story of
one brilliant play … The World Only Spins Forward demonstrates the essentially collaborative
nature of theater as an art form.” —Wendy Smith, The Washington Post“A fascinating, backstage
tour … The point is not just to show how this play found its voice, but also to place it in context …
Theater magic. You’ve got to love it. And Dan Kois and Isaac Butler have captured a lot of it in
The World Only Spins Forward.” —Bob Mondello, NPR, Best Books of the Year“Like Angels in
America itself, this oral history of Tony Kushner’s two-part, seven-hour theatrical masterwork
contains multitudes … It also conveys, on a granular level, the determination, heartbreak, and
competitive fire that go into making great theater … The World Only Spins Forward both
celebrates and illuminates a great work.” —San Francisco Chronicle“[An] illuminating
assemblage of anecdotes, commentary, and nitty-gritty rehearsal notes … [The World Only
Spins Forward] will stand as the definitive account of the birth, life, and legacy of Angels.” —
American Theatre“[A] fascinating oral history.” —Vogue“The World Only Spins Forward is a
tribute to a masterwork as well as evidence that Angels in America is as urgent today as it was
when it premiered.” —Esquire“The definitive history of this now iconic play … This gathering of
the voices of actors, writers, and others is exceptional … Highly recommended for anyone
interested in performance, cultural history, and theater.” —Library Journal (starred review)“A
brash and buoyant oral history of Angels in America … Invaluable.” —Booklist (starred
review)“Even those who have never seen Angels will certainly be entertained and will come
away with a great appreciation for the play.” —Publishers Weekly“A rich historical resource … A
chorus of candid, emotional, and often moving testimonies.” —Kirkus Reviews“Compelling,
surprising, and inspiring … The World Only Spins Forward has everything you want in an oral
history of Angels in America: historical context, funny and thoughtful memories from hundreds of
eyewitnesses, and a celebration of an enduring, powerful theater piece.” —Shelf Awareness“The
World Only Spins Forward chronicles the play’s birth, reception, and surprising afterlife in the
words of those who made it, and it paints a compelling picture of the community of actors,
producers, activists, and stage professionals who transformed a playwright’s private vision into a
theatrical and cultural event rivaled in our time only by Hamilton. The result is a valuable
document of its era, a treasure trove of gossip and creative insight, and a handbook for surviving
as an artist in the face of indifference and oppression, and its message urgently deserves to be
heard at a moment when what Kushner calls ‘the Great Work’ prepares to begin yet again.” —
Alec Nevala-Lee, Longreads“Ingenious … Captures all the twists and turns of fate that went into
the two-part epic’s creation with a sense of suspense and drama—from the joy and exuberance



to the heartache … Butler and Kois place us on intimate terms with the play’s characters, ideas,
and humanity—and their book, a prescient reminder of the need to follow one’s truth in the face
of oppression and intolerance, will be an invaluable text for years to come.” —Lambda Literary
Review“Butler and Kois have done stellar work here … This isn’t just a history of this play, it’s a
history of a time in America, and the absolute sea change that this play was instrumental in
causing.” —Tor.com“We can more than guarantee that you won’t read anything quite like this
phenomenal collection all year.” —PopSugar“A must-read historical account for theater lovers,
history buffs, and actors alike.” —Backstage“This oral history is, like the play it chronicles, a
masterpiece of its art form … The overall effect is like eavesdropping at a reunion of old friends
once the boring folks have left and the good booze has been poured.” —The National Book
Review“Fascinating.” —Newsweek“[A] beautiful literary homage to [Kushner’s] theatrical
sensation … Its true heart is found in the perspectives and opinions of hundreds of people
associated with the play … The resounding voices of actors, authors, playwrights, critics,
scholars, and many more echo throughout this impressive historical retrospective.” —The Bay
Area Reporter“Kois and Butler’s sharp pruning and assembly of these lively conversations
recreates a living, breathing version of the truth only possible via crowdsourcing … Leaves the
reader feeling as though they’ve been through something.” —Milwaukee Magazine“Tony
Kushner’s Angels in America is a significant accomplishment. Significant as well were the
tremendous efforts that went into the making of it: the setbacks, doubts, battles, scenes
considered and reconsidered, as well as the revelations and epiphanies. All of it is here in The
World Only Spins Forward, a vital contribution to our understanding that a great play does not
simply descend to earth, fully formed, like an angel on a wire. This book should be required
reading for anyone who cares about art in all its forms.” —Michael Cunningham“A meticulously
textured oral history about an extraordinary work of art and the era of its creation, woven out of
the words of the genius who created it and all of the artists, producers, and friends whose love,
talent, and dedication made it possible.” —Anna Deavere Smith“Several people interviewed in
this book called Angels in America ‘the Hamilton of its time’—which makes reading The World
Only Spins Forward the next best thing to being in the room where it happened. It’s deep. It’s
dishy. It’s a must-read for theater fans and engaged Americans.” —Tim Federle, author of Better
Nate Than Ever“A wildly entertaining and definitive chronicle of the most important play of its
era, The World Only Spins Forward manages to be a fascinating look at the artistic process, a
sophisticated case study in how politics informs art, and a probing, lively work of criticism. In
digging deep into the singular achievement of Angels in America, Isaac Butler and Dan Kois also
make a persuasive case for the oral history itself, a deceptively tricky form that, as they
demonstrate, can be as ambitious as any other. An essential part of any culturally engaged
person’s library.” —Jason Zinoman, New York Times bestselling author of Letterman: The Last
Giant of Late NightTo Kathleen Chalfant and Ellen McLaughlinCONTENTSACT 1: 1978–19901.
Bad News: The Reagan Revolution and the End of the World2. The Great Work Begins: New
York and San Francisco, 1980–19873. I Like Your Cosmology, Baby: AIDS, Roy Cohn, and



Mormons4. Not-Yet-Conscious, Forward Dawning: Developing the Play in San Francisco and
Los Angeles, 1987–1990ACT 2: 1991–19921. Heaven Is a City Much Like San Francisco:
Eureka Theatre Company, 1991Interlude: Hannah Pitt2. Threshold of Revelation: Royal National
Theatre, London, 1992Interlude: Roy Cohn3. Prepare the Way: The Mark Taper Forum, Los
Angeles, 1992Interlude: Joe Pitt4. When I Open My Eyes, You’ll Be Gone: Getting Fired from
Angels in AmericaACT 3: 1993–19941. Heaven …: Millennium Approaches on Broadway, 19932.
… I’m in Heaven: Perestroika on Broadway and at the Royal National Theatre, London, 1993–
1994Interlude: Louis IronsonACT 4: 1994–20031. I’ll Show You America: The National Tour,
1994–1995Interlude: The Angel2. It’s a Promised Land, But What a Disappointing Promise:
Angels and the Culture WarsInterlude: Belize3. Very Steven Spielberg: The Angels Film, 1991–
2003ACT 5: 1998–20181. It’s What Living Things Do: Angels TransformedInterlude: Harper Pitt2.
More Life: Backstage at the Royal National Theatre, London, and on Broadway, 2017–
2018Interlude: Prior Walter3. The World Only Spins Forward: The Legacy of
AngelsAcknowledgmentsCast of CharactersIndexA Note on the AuthorsIf I’ve made a fool of
myself, I have at least made of myself the kind of fool I want to be: That is the virtue and power of
pretentiousness.–Tony KushnerTONY KUSHNER: Around November of 1985, the first person
that I knew personally died of AIDS. A dancer that I had a huge crush on, a very sweet man and
very beautiful. I got an NEA directing fellowship at the repertory theater in St. Louis, and right
before I left New York, I heard through the grapevine that he had gotten sick. And then, in
November, he died.And I had this dream: Bill dying—I don’t know if he was actually dying, but he
was in his pajamas and sick on his bed—and the ceiling collapsed and this angel comes into the
room. And then I wrote a poem. I’m not a poet, but I wrote this thing. It was many pages long.
After I finished it, I put it away. No one will ever see it.Its title was “Angels in America.”CHAPTER
1BAD NEWSTHE REAGAN REVOLUTION AND THE END OF THE WORLDBARNEY FRANK
(congressman from Massachusetts, 1981–2013): It was a bad time.DAVID FRANCE (director
and writer, How to Survive a Plague): Ronald Reagan was brought to power by the religious
right. And it was the first time the religious right got power. The Moral Majority kind of swept the
slate into Washington.FRANK: I remember having very mixed emotions the night I won in 1980—
I was obviously very happy that I got elected to Congress, but it was a slaughter. Not only did
Reagan win by a big margin, but they controlled the Senate.RICK PERLSTEIN (historian; author
of The Invisible Bridge: The Fall of Nixon and the Rise of Reagan): The religious right wasn’t as
mature as a political formation until the latter part of the 1970s, when so many of these social
issues were thrust into the center of politics.FRANK: Things began to change in the mid-’70s
when the rest of the world began to regain its economic footing, when America’s dominant role
eroded, and that began the process of people who were not highly skilled and not highly
educated losing out in relative terms economically.PERLSTEIN: Through 1977 to 1978, there
were the gay rights fights in Miami, the Briggs Initiative in California, the Equal Rights
Amendment, and abortion—the movement is beginning to take shape, and it’s taking shape in
parallel to Reagan’s very aggressive, full-time efforts to begin working for the Republican



nomination.Religious protestors on the route of the Gay Pride parade in New York, June 1983.
(Barbara Alper/Getty Images)There’d been the successful campaign to overturn the gay rights
ordinance in Miami in 1977.Unfortunately, the battle that we won today is only that, a battle. The
war goes on to save our children, because the seed of sexual sickness that germinated in Dade
County has already been transplanted by misguided liberals in the U.S. Congress.–Anita Bryant,
President, Save Our Children, April 1977PERLSTEIN: Right around the corner on the general
election ballot in California, you have the Briggs Initiative, the first statewide attack on gay rights.
Not only that, but in the biggest state. It was an incredibly, incredibly scary prospect. This was a
law that would have made it illegal for gays to teach in the schools and also illegal for supporters
of gays to teach in schools. It was a very, very creepy law.DAVID WEISSMAN (director, We Were
Here): From the beginning the numbers looked very bad.CLEVE JONES (founder, NAMES
Project AIDS Memorial Quilt): Yeah, I don’t think anybody thought we could win it when we
started organizing, but we saw it as a great opportunity to organize. You know, this was before
we had any really strong statewide or national organizations. That kind of infrastructure hadn’t
been built. So Harvey Milk and I and our counterparts in L.A. saw this as an opportunity to
organize and not be passive.PERLSTEIN: One of the organizers of the anti-Briggs campaign
was David Mixner, who is this absolutely legendary organizer. He organized an anti-war
demonstration in 1969 that got two million people. Federal agents set him up with a honey trap
and showed him pictures of him with a man when he was still in the closet, and said, “Unless you
basically give us intelligence on the anti-war movement, we’re going to release these pictures.”
This was in 1969. He refused.So he’s back, he’s out of the closet, he’s leading this movement.
They’re thinking about this Hail Mary pass: What if we reach out to Ronald Reagan?JONES: I
was surprised when they said they were going to do it.PERLSTEIN: It turned out that Mixner
knew a leading Reagan advisor who was part of the gay underground. This guy, [Don]
Livingston, was intrigued by the argument. An even more senior Reagan advisor, unnamed, who
was married and gay, might be sympathetic, but couldn’t even be seen with these people. So
they met at a Denny’s in East L.A., where nobody would spot them. What Mixner said was “We
don’t want you to lobby Reagan, we just want a meeting with him to make our case.”Mixner
bought a new suit. They made the argument that the Briggs Initiative would allow students to
blackmail teachers, that it would destroy school discipline, and that it would waste taxpayer
money in pointless litigation—which would have been a striking argument for Reagan, because
he was very much a budget hawk in his mind.Whatever it is, homosexuality is not a contagious
disease like the measles. Prevailing scientific opinion is that an individual’s homosexuality is
determined at a very early age and that a child’s teachers do not really influence it.–Ronald
Reagan, Los Angeles Herald Examiner, November 1, 1978JONES: The main lesson that I
learned from that was the power of retail politics. The power of ordinary gay people knocking on
doors, precinct after precinct after precinct, saying, “Hey. I’m Cleve, I live down the street, there’s
this scary bill that will hurt me and my family.”Harvey’s constant exhortation to people to come
out, I really think, became the main driving force behind everything we’ve achieved in the



decades that followed. If you come out, if you live your life honestly at work, at church,
everywhere, those people are less likely to fear and hate us and vote against us. One of the
words we used a lot was demystify. You know, we needed to demystify homosexuality with the
boring reality of our ordinariness.BRIAN HERRERA (assistant professor of theater, Princeton
University): In that moment, that period of Briggs until Reagan’s second election, this period
before AIDS goes wide, is the period where gay culture goes big. There was an incredible
cultural dynamism where you could live a gay life in certain subcultures in some cities. Those
subcultures, whether it be music, or erotica, or fashion, or literature, they could travel out into
other enclaves in Dallas or Atlanta or Chicago.STEPHEN SPINELLA (actor): Being gay, because
it is something hideable, because it is something that can be masked and hidden, there are
issues of a dual nature to your presence. You’re living a double life. There is something fabulous
about that. There is something outside the norm of living in that mysterious mind-set.MADISON
MOORE (author of Fabulous: The Rise of the Beautiful Eccentric): Fabulousness becomes, if I
may, a giant fuck you to the norms. People emerge out of that. You emerge because you’re tired
of hiding. It’s so much easier to be normal, to fit in, repress yourself, not, sort of, you know, be
over-the-top. A lot of folks, people who may embrace fabulousness, are attacked on the street
and feel the need to wear men’s clothing, “safe” clothing, as a way to get from A to B, and then
when they get there, they bust out.HERRERA: You could see the cues, the winks, ways to tell
that someone was gay, and you could read that as speaking to you as a gay male person without
ever having to name it. In that register, the realm of the fabulous became one of the ways that
you could signal that you were in on the joke, you got the joke, you were in some ways making
the joke. People like Sylvester. The Village People. Camp was a building of a vocabulary of
critical connoisseurship that was celebratory, that was ours. Isn’t it fascinating that no one in
America seems to realize how much Dynasty knows that it is speaking to us?PERLSTEIN: You
begin to see Christian conservatives bursting on the political scene starting in 1979. That’s when
you begin to see Ronald Reagan courting them quite explicitly.FRANK: There’s a great irony in
that because Reagan was a man whose personal life showed no confluence with the religious
right.HENRY OLSEN (author of The Working Class Republican: Ronald Reagan and the Return
of Blue-Collar Conservatism): Reagan saw their quest as being very similar to other people.
They were trying to resist, in his view, the efforts by the elite to force them to live lives of the
elite’s choosing.PERLSTEIN: It wasn’t a difficult fit. He believed what they believed. He talks
about the rising tide of secularism: That was straight-up religious right language, and it was one
of the coalitions that he kind of maneuvered into place behind him.OLSEN: He didn’t necessarily
ratify the Christocentric worldview that many seem to hold today. You’ll almost never see Reagan
talking about Christ or the importance of the Bible, the sort of things you’ll see Republicans do
when they want to court the religious right. It’s very rare, if you go through his speeches, where
he’ll say something broadly denominational, let alone narrowly denominational.FRANK: Yeah,
he was very clever about it.PERLSTEIN: Jerry Falwell by 1980 was a very close Reagan ally,
and Falwell was absolutely savage as an opponent of gay rights. He gave a televised sermon in



which he said, “Like a spiritual cancer, homosexuality spreads, and like the city of Sodom was
destroyed, can we believe that God will spare the United States if homosexuality continues to
spread?”(production manager): This is my iconic memory of that time period. I was living in a
converted warehouse in the South Market area of San Francisco with a group of about a dozen
of us. We got this raw space and divided it up into multiple live/work spaces. It was entirely
illegal. The night that Reagan was elected for his first term, we were painting the walls of this
studio and watching Citizen Kane play on one of the four channels that existed then. We were
flipping between watching Citizen Kane and the election results. At the time, the fact that we
were electing a B-movie actor to be president of our country was horrifying.EMILY MANN
(playwright): Reagan felt like the beginning of the end for the left. We watched people really
financially start to fall off the cliff and to be marginalized again. It was a grim time.FRANK: There
was a real fear that Reagan was gonna dismantle much of what we had been able to put on the
books to improve the quality of life, and in fact he did make some serious inroads.JONATHAN
LETHEM (novelist): Reagan was abhorrent and a joke to me. The world had gone beyond the
pale, much the way we feel now about Trump. It was both ideological nightmare and cartoon, an
American reactionary regressivist horror, like, “Oh wait, we’re gonna go back to nonsense
cowboy bullshit?”TOM KAMM (set designer): There’s so much about Reagan that was heinous.
The busting of the air traffic control union. The buildup of arms, the arms race, the Star Wars
initiative, the scariness of the nuclear threat. Reagan militarized our society. It was scary, it was
not popular. Much of that is completely reinterpreted. History has been rewritten by the
Republicans.KIMBERLY FLYNN (activist and scholar): In the ’80s, in cities like New York, the
wreckage and the sense of mounting catastrophe was impossible to miss. As the Reagan years
began, apocalypse was in the air. In New York City, the economic recession of the early ’80s
would combine with Reagan’s draconian cuts to federal housing dollars to throw thousands of
families onto the streets. Tax cuts, resurgence of military spending, cuts to social programs,
deregulation. Also, people believed that Reagan would blow up the world. In 1981, the minute
hand of the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists’ Doomsday Clock was pushed forward to just four
minutes short of midnight.PERLSTEIN: Reagan’s history-making contribution to this stew was
an excess of optimism: that there’s nothing America can’t do. That’s absolute catnip to the
American population, especially by 1980, especially when America has been humiliated by Iran
holding all these hostages at the American embassy.In this present crisis, government is not the
solution to our problem; government is the problem.–Ronald Reagan, First Inaugural Address,
January 20, 1981OLSEN: The thing is, without Ronald Reagan the anti-government right has no
standing in American political life. He’s the only person who has made any sort of political impact
by being rhetorically relevant to that cause. Without Reagan, they have no legitimacy in
participating in political discourse. It’s absolutely crucial for the anti-government right to glom
onto him.Reagan was always very careful about saying what he wanted to shrink. He wasn’t
Grover Norquist trying to drown government in the bathtub. Reagan wanted to set an amount of
taxes, and he wanted to see spending pared down to that level. He didn’t want to go to a world



where people in genuine need would not see public support. Now, clearly, Barney Frank and
Ronald Reagan might differ on what “need” meant.FRANK: David Stockman, Reagan’s budget
director, wrote a book in which he said that he was surprised that a lot of the liberal programs
turned out to be popular. He thought that all these things, housing programs, Medicare, that this
was some liberal conspiracy, and he found out when politicians expanded these government
programs that provided benefits to people, they were responding to public demand. They were
popular.So how do you cut off things that are popular? You cut taxes and increase military
spending. Then there’s that much less to pay for all these government programs, so you were
able to defeat them not because they are, on the merits, wrong or unpopular, but because you
then say “We can’t have such a big deficit, we have to cut them.” Reagan was very skillful at
that.They called it “starving the beast.”• • •Doctors in New York and California have diagnosed
among homosexual men 41 cases of a rare and often rapidly fatal form of cancer. Eight of the
victims died less than 24 months after the diagnosis was made.The cause of the outbreak is
unknown, and there is as yet no evidence of contagion.–Lawrence K. Altman, “Rare Cancer
Seen in 41 Homosexuals,” New York Times, July 3, 1981WEISSMAN: AIDS hit eleven years
after Stonewall. I mean, it’s just mind-boggling to think that the vast bulk of gay history since
Stonewall has been about AIDS. It happened so quickly after this first blossoming of
liberation.JONES: As we left our homes and came to San Francisco, or Manhattan, or West
Hollywood, to be gay, we came with a real deep yearning to belong. We got to be sexual, we got
to be ourselves. We got to fall in love and have these things we thought we’d never have
because of these things that made us different.ROBIN HAUETER (member and spokesman,
ACT UP, 1989–92): I left Milwaukee, Wisconsin, in 1974 at the age of seventeen and moved to
New York City. Yeah. (Laughs.) I was, you know, really young and breathed a great sigh of relief
to come to New York. I was incredibly naïve, I hardly knew anything about the world, that’s for
sure. I came to New York in that frame of mind and lived my life as a young gay boy in the ’70s,
trying everything.One of the hardest things for people who didn’t live through that time to
understand about gay culture was what it was like to be underground. In a big city like New York,
you could hang around gay people and live in a pretty gay world and feel like you were “out,” but
the reality was you were in a bubble. The real world, no one was “out” in the larger world. Even
someone like Charles Nelson Reilly, people who were so plainly gay, they were pretending not to
be. Or rather, it’s that everyone was pretending they were not gay. Society, culture, was
pretending these people weren’t gay, even when they displayed it fully.So that’s the world. And
then, of course, anything goes. Having sex with anyone you wanted was considered normal.
Having sex with several people on the same day was considered normal. It was just what we did.
There was no manual, there wasn’t much help you could get. During the ’70s, we were all going
to the clinic all the time to have STDs treated. Gonorrhea was everywhere. Syphilis. And then it
started expanding. Everyone’s getting amoebas. Everyone’s getting—these STDs were
everywhere, and it was a burden. Every thinking person—I mean, even myself as a naïve person
—thought: This isn’t really OK. It’s not right. When Larry Kramer published Faggots, he got



attacked politically at the time, but he wasn’t exactly wrong. There were people who were
questioning, who were concerned about disease.Faggots is basically about a person looking for
love at that time in our history and not finding it. He comes to the conclusion at the end of a
weekend of high living that having so much sex makes finding love impossible.I question that it’s
always called controversial; it really wasn’t. It created a big stir and made a lot of people quite
angry, but it also made a lot of people very happy … The controversy, such as it was, came from
the entrenched people who believe that fucking is a civil right and that I was imposing on that.–
Larry Kramer, interview with Frontline, May 2006HAUETER: And then of course GRID comes
along, the first name for AIDS. It’s being whispered about. You hear about a friend, a friend of a
friend, they have this weird new thing. But it’s talked about in this context of STDs: “Oh, we’ve got
another STD and it’s worse.” At the beginning, who knew that it would be so much worse, and
fatal? None of the other STDs were fatal.WEISSMAN: It took a while before people started to
really grasp that this was a significant issue.HARRY WATERS JR. (actor): I especially
remember, in like ’78, especially in the business—the number of black gay men that were
literally disappearing. And nobody was talking about what it was.JESSE GREEN (theater critic,
New York Times): I came to New York in 1980, you know, the first Times story about AIDS was in
’81. “Welcome to your young adulthood!” And I immediately knew people who were sick. I had
always been prissy, prudish. It saved my life, I guess.FRANCE: If you were in the crisis, meaning
if you were in the community of the people impacted by it, it affected you every moment of every
day. There was no way to get away from it. But oddly, if you were outside that community, it was
as though it wasn’t happening at all. I was navigating that double consciousness very directly,
because I was trying to get those stories told and to convince editors that those stories were
important. So I was engaged in the campaign to break through that barrier, but I meet people my
age now who were living in the city at the same time who were shocked to know this was going
on.FRANK RICH (chief theater critic, New York Times, 1980–93): By the time [Larry Kramer’s
play] The Normal Heart arrived in 1985, public awareness of AIDS was enormous, as was the
political battle that Kramer described going on around it. It was so contentious that, in a break
with precedent, the Times sent a reporter to The Normal Heart to write a piece that was tacked
on to the end of mine to say Kramer’s accusations about the Times and the [Ed] Koch
administration in the play were erroneous. Which, by the way, was wrong. Kramer was not
erroneous.“I haven’t seen the play,” Mayor Koch said through a spokesman, Leland Jones. “But I
hope it’s as good as ‘As Is,’ which is superb.”–from a note appended to Frank Rich’s review of
The Normal Heart, New York Times, April 22, 1985ROBERT STANTON (actor): At this point, I’m
having my first sexual relationship. All of this energy that I had pent up through my teenage
years, through my college years, through my years at grad school, I released with this guy during
a very brief affair. Basically, he’s fucking me. We’re having unprotected sex, and it was—I was
really enjoying it.There are those of us who are of a certain generation who owe our freedom to
people who came to the city a couple of decades before us, or generations before us, who put
their necks on the line. And there were freedoms that I enjoyed. But still I carry these scars from



growing up in high school where I was constantly getting messages from people that I was
worthless, and I was told every day repeatedly that I was a faggot, before I even knew what a
faggot was, and I don’t think they even knew what it was, but still it’s the message that I’m not
quite a human being. At the same time, I’m enjoying this very human pleasure with this guy.I’m
sitting in the audience watching The Normal Heart, and it’s like AIDS 101, and it was effective.
There’s the scene between the doctor and Brad Davis, and she asks what his sexual behavior
with his partner is, and she basically says, all caps, “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” and my blood
ran cold. I never called that guy back. I’m ashamed of it—I will say in my defense that I was
twenty-two years old and my frontal lobes hadn’t fully formed. After that I was celibate for about
five years.GREEN: There was a feeling of being picked on by the universe as a continuation of
having been picked on in gym. It just seemed, like, great, now I’ve got away from that, so now we
get the cosmic version of having a towel snapped at me.HAUETER: The people who were
activists, those were the people who did not disappear. Once that happened, you would know
what was happening: People would be visited in the hospital, it allowed people who were sick to
take control in a way that people who got sick before that activism could not do.JONES: I knew a
few people who tried to run away from it. They were the rare exception. One of the most amazing
things about it was the way everyone pitched in. Some were political, some were organizers,
some were with ACT UP, some were with the Shanti Project being buddies to people. You could
make a fist and raise it in the air and march or you could open it and take the hand of someone
who was dying. Everybody did something. And out of that came this great infrastructure that we
never had before.I didn’t think that I was going to live, so what I did with those years really
mattered, that was all I had. That’s why the Quilt was important to people, because we thought
we’d be wiped out and our names would not be known.HERRERA: Camp as a tool of survival
became increasingly necessary in the AIDS era. What’s great about glitter is that it’s light and
dark. You see the flicker of the light and dark simultaneously. What camp really let me do was be
present with what was scary but also be present with incisive delight.SPINELLA: There was a
quality of fabulousness that really was political. That could be marshaled to support you in your
struggles.Tony Kushner and Stephen Spinella at a New York City Pride March, mid-1980s. (Mark
Bronnenberg)I think there is a way in which people take hatred and transform it into some kind of
a style that is profoundly moving to me because it shows people’s enormous capacity, or the
enormous power of the imagination to transform suffering into something powerful and great. For
Jews, it’s called menschlikeit and for African Americans it used to be called soul and now I think
for younger African Americans it’s called badness, and for gay people it’s fabulousness.–Tony
Kushner, interview with Michael Cunningham, February 1994, quoted in Robert Vorlicky’s Tony
Kushner in ConversationHERRERA: It was deployed as a tool of survival and
resistance.MOORE: Disenfranchised people don’t take that disenfranchised script at face
value.HERRERA: When you’d go to a benefit or a concert, they were always filled with drag
queens from the community, they would sing these ridiculous and silly songs about gay life. They
would do the standard making-jokes-about-gay-life songs, but then they’d sing love songs, and



then they’d sing songs describing the emotional devastation of grief. These were not
contradictory. They were simultaneous.MOORE: It’s about rising up out of the ashes. No matter
what systems oppress us, no matter what laws or lawmakers try to decimate us, we still will be
amazing.SPINELLA: Fabulousness, oh God, it’s a kind of an engine, it gives you force, it gives
you power, it comes to life when it is in opposition to something. It’s a response to the mundane,
a response to what is holding you back.HERRERA: You know, when people say today “That
queen gives me life”? When your soul is broken down, it can be replenished. This is part of why
camp was so sustaining as a tactic.WATERS: Once the gay community was able to bond
together—not only in their ranks but in the finances—there was very little space for the black
body in that discussion. All the PR about protesting, about raising money—it wasn’t on the
agenda. And in the black gay community, people didn’t really want to acknowledge it because
black gay people were a hidden culture. So it was a hidden gay disease affecting a hidden
culture.MANN: I watched so many people who I’d worked with—actors, designers—the theater
was devastated by the AIDS epidemic. It was terrifying, you never knew who was going to get hit
next.Leaders like Reagan and Bush are essentially as morally debased as the people who
followed Hitler. Bush may not be as psychotic—I think Reagan probably is—but whether or not
they sound as crazy or have the same mustache, these are people who fundamentally place all
sorts of ideological agendas and personal success above human rights.–Tony Kushner,
interview with Tom Szentgyorgyi, Theater Week, 1991FRANK: Absent the religious right, the
“starve the beast” thing wouldn’t have been as popular. But, yeah, it clearly hurt with regards to
AIDS. The response to AIDS was very much slower than it could have been for two reasons:
One, they didn’t want to spend any money, on either the research or the care. And two, they were
claiming that people who were gay—obviously we represented a very large percentage of the
people getting AIDS—that we were bad people doing immoral things. And with some vicious
bigots like [North Carolina senator] Jesse Helms, it was: “They got what they deserved, don’t
help them.”FRANCE: “It was revolting behavior that led to the proliferation of AIDS.” That was
Jesse Helms’s quote. And that was understood in the ’80s.STANTON: William F. Buckley said
people with AIDS should be tattooed! Part of the reason the political environment was insane
back then was because the social environment was insane back then.FRANCE: The underlying
problem as I came to see it was that the humanity of people with AIDS wasn’t recognized. That
was embodied by Jesse Helms’s public statements. He blocked all money for the prevention of
AIDS, blocked all money for research into the treatment of HIV, because we’re not gonna spend
our money in any way that would seem to promote this revolting behavior. And we were being
buried by the hundreds. The Times wasn’t covering it for the same reason, our surviving partners
weren’t being mentioned in obituaries for the same reason.STANTON: In 1990 or 1991, I
remember going to my medical practice. I remember saying, “I wanna get an HIV test,” and he
said, “Why? If you’ve got it, you’re gonna die, so what’s the point in knowing?” Literally, a doctor
said that to me.FRANCE: By 1990—so that’s, like, nine years of the epidemic—modern science
had managed to change life expectancy with the disease from eighteen months to twenty



months. So nothing was happening. And the discovery of the virus was only cause for more
alarm among us, because it gave them a way to find out who we were, and at the time they were
discussing bills in twenty states to quarantine us.WATERS: Everyone in New York was scared
they were going to get sent to a camp. The AIDS crisis was the opening that brought everything
terrible about our culture through. It felt like the end of the world.CHAPTER 2THE GREAT
WORK BEGINSNEW YORK AND SAN FRANCISCO, 1980–1987KIMBERLY FLYNN (Tony
Kushner’s friend): I met Tony in 1975 in a life drawing class at Columbia. We first struck up a
conversation when we realized we were both from southern Louisiana and soon discovered that
we both had a strong interest in theater. We got to know each other better as we became
involved in Columbia Players, which at that time was the main vehicle for students who wanted
to make theater from the ground up. There was not much of a budget—but there was no censor
and no one to tell you how preposterous your ideas were. You had the sense the university really
didn’t care what you put on as long as you didn’t trash the place.STEPHEN SPINELLA (actor,
NYU classmate of Kushner): I guess we met the fall of 1981, I wanna say? We were both
students at NYU’s graduate program. We had an argument about the New York Review of Books
versus the Village Voice. He was on the side of the Village Voice.DAVID ESBJORNSON
(director, NYU classmate of Kushner): Tony was in the directing program, but at the end of those
three years he started writing, and he wrote and directed his final thesis.MICHAEL MAYER
(director, NYU classmate of Kushner): We were inseparable at NYU. Whatever his directing
projects were, I would always just hang around and help.MARK BRONNENBERG (Kushner’s
partner, 1982–86): He was directing a play I acted in called The Age of Assassins. It was a
wonderful play about Emma Goldman and these five anarchist assassinations, William McKinley
being the American one. The Italian premier. Archduke Ferdinand.SPINELLA: I had to kill the
empress of Austria.Tony Kushner (far right) in rehearsal for 3P’s The Age of Assassins, 1982.
(Photographer unknown, courtesy of Mark Bronnenberg)BRONNENBERG: We moved in
together in Brooklyn, like, six months later. We were on Clinton Street down near
Luquer.SPINELLA: He was really super-smart, and I became really good friends with him and
Kimberly Flynn.FLYNN: In the late ’70s and early ’80s, some of us were discovering
experimental theater downtown, which was really in a renaissance. The Performing Garage,
Mabou Mines, La MaMa, Richard Foreman, Anne Bogart. Before Tony and I ever heard the word
“deconstruction” we watched deconstruction-in-action, not only of theatrical convention but also
of social, cultural, and political convention.TONY KUSHNER: Kimberly had a huge impact, she’s
just terrifyingly smart and she was devouring stuff that I can now read with difficulty but back
then I found completely incomprehensible. Derrida and Kant and even Marx to a certain extent.
Kimberly just had a miraculous degree of fluency in theoretics and an incredibly synthetic mind—
someone who could really hold together strands from different places.FLYNN: This extended
dialogue involving the work of major left thinkers of the past half century helped form the
intellectual ground floor for the plays Tony created in the 1980s and early ’90s.KUSHNER: I was
introduced to Walter Benjamin by Kimberly, and he became—as he does for most people who



have read him—central. The Angel of History. Staggering.FLYNN: According to Benjamin, “One
reason Fascism has a chance is that in the name of progress its opponents treat it as a historical
norm,” a developmental phase on the way to something better. Opposing this notion, Benjamin
wrote, “The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that ‘the state of emergency’ in which we live
is not the exception but the rule.” This is the insight that should inform the conception of history.
This, not incidentally, is the way in which ACT UP, operating in the tradition of the oppressed,
understood the emergency of AIDS.KUSHNER: There’s no one on earth who’s smarter than she
is, this kind of frightening brain, and I didn’t have that, and I was scrambling a lot to catch up, I
realized in later years that I just hadn’t had very good academic training in high school and she
was a crash course in that. It was thrilling.SPINELLA: We formed a theater company with a
number of other people.BRONNENBERG: It was called 3P Productions, which stood for
“Politics, Poetry, and Popcorn,” which he felt were the essentials for good
theater.ESBJORNSON: Tony was very political.MAYER: Tony was obviously the leader. He was
this unbelievable advocate for humanism in the face of some really terrible times that we were all
suffering through. That horrible morning in America we were all trying to survive.SPINELLA: It
was just a ragtag group. Three of them were people he met at the UN Plaza Hotel, where he
used to work in the switchboard office. All of us were pulled pretty much into his
vortex.ESBJORNSON: Stephen was kind of his muse, in an early sense.KUSHNER: I loved
writing for him.BRONNENBERG: They did a show called La Fin de la Baleine, The End of the
Whale.SPINELLA: “An opera for the apocalypse.” There was a whale ballet in which a
choreographer danced en pointe with a sousaphone.FLYNN: On a rainy Monday in October
1984, I grabbed a taxi to City College, where I was a new doctoral student in clinical psychology.
Heading north on the West Side Highway the cab careened out of control, coming to a halt only
when it slammed into a tree in Riverside Park. When I came to, there were tree branches inside
the cab, glass fragments everywhere, including in my mouth, and my shoulder was broken.I
sustained a host of orthopedic injuries, some that required surgery. From the head trauma came
cognitive deficits that at first I thought were temporary, but that for several years left me
struggling to read, remember, and find words. This experience was entirely new—not only
something that had never happened to me or anyone I knew, it was something I had no idea was
possible.It took Kushner some time to concede that Flynn’s injuries were severe and, to some
extent, permanent. As she wrestled to understand what was wrong with her and how to begin to
remedy it, he became her sounding board, her medical guide, her companion in doctors’
offices.–Arthur Lubow, “Tony Kushner’s Paradise Lost,” New Yorker, November 30, 1992FLYNN:
Recognizing my deepening despair, Tony would tell me about dreams he had that featured
portents of my recovery, like one where all of his house plants were suddenly growing in fast
motion, sprouting new leaves that the pots could no longer contain. I was pretty sure he was
making it up, but I loved him for it.Tony Kushner and Kimberly Flynn, as seen in the WNET
documentary “Great Performances in the Wings: Angels in America on Broadway,” 1993.
(Michael Petshaft)KUSHNER: I got an NEA directing fellowship in 1985, at the Repertory



Theatre of St. Louis.For an insecure aspiring director who was toiling at a hotel switchboard, the
fellowship was a godsend. However, it required him to be separated from Flynn. As their
interpersonal style dictates, they argued back and forth over whether he should go. In the end,
he did.–Arthur Lubow, “Tony Kushner’s Paradise Lost,” New Yorker, November 30, 1992JEFF
KING (company member, Eureka Theatre, San Francisco, 1987–90): I met Tony Kushner at the
Repertory Theatre of St. Louis, where he directed Clifford Odets’s Golden Boy. That was the
most intense production of Golden Boy ever staged. There was a character that wasn’t in the
play, a Russian woman running around with the casket of a baby. I don’t know what this was
meant to signify, but it was important to Tony. A giant stoplight came out, going red to green to
yellow to signify where the characters were in their relationships. It was very
Expressionistic.JOYCE KETAY (Kushner’s theatrical agent): Tony called me and had at that time
—I remember this—he had a musical called The Heavenly Theater and he had a play called A
Bright Room Called Day. I told him that I don’t know how to read musicals, so the play was really
what affected me. He told me years later that all the other agents told him, “Oh, I love the
musical,” and no one mentioned the play. So that’s how I got him.ELLEN MCLAUGHLIN (actor
and playwright): We met at New York Theatre Workshop in ’85, I think. They were doing my play
A Narrow Bed. Tony was the associate artistic director. He kept giving me dramaturgical ideas,
notes about my play, which were quite good. He was couching them as coming from him as a
director. But at one point I said, “Hang on, you’re not a director, you’re a playwright, aren’t
you?”And he said, “Yeah, I am, I have a company of actors who do my work.”I thought, oh, how
sweet. Then he showed me A Bright Room Called Day and I thought, Oh fuck, he’s a genius!
KUSHNER: We rented a theater on Twenty-Second Street, one floor below a Korean S&M
bordello, At the King’s Pleasure.SPINELLA: It sat twenty-eight people. And that thing was
packed out every night. This beautiful redheaded dancer with a little moustache would come in
and quote some Hitler. We would dance around in pig masks singing songs called “Eat the
Rich.”BRONNENBERG: I can remember how disappointed Tony was. They couldn’t even get the
Village Voice’s critic to come see his work.• • •LORRI HOLT (company member, Eureka
Theatre, San Francisco, 1980–90): Talking about all of this is painful. There was so much of an
intense bond between those of us who worked at the Eureka. It was our lives. But it was fraught
with difficulty because we were human beings trying to figure out how to be artists together and
take care of each other.ANDY HOLTZ (business manager, Eureka Theatre, 1987–89): The
Eureka Theatre is named for the Eureka Valley section of San Francisco, which is now better
known as the Castro. It started in a church basement in the early 1970s.TONY TACCONE
(artistic director, Eureka Theatre, 1981–88): I had met Oskar Eustis years before. He was a
wunderkind in Europe. Oskar’s a weird dude. A brilliant brilliant guy with big ideas and a big
heart.EMILY MANN (playwright, Still Life and Execution of Justice): Both Oskar and Tony were
red diaper babies, and so they had an immediate connection.TACCONE: Fast-forward a few
years, I’m at the Eureka as a resident director. My friend and colleague Richard E. T. White was
artistic director. It was semi-professional, very robust, largely volunteer. It was young people



interested in doing modern, edgy, overtly political, post-’60s theater. We found each other.
(production manager, Eureka Theatre, 1984–86): They were doing interesting, radical things.
Everyone had a big personality.JACK CARPENTER (lighting designer): This was a time when
theater was hugely politicized, and galvanizing. The thing that is hard for people to understand
now is how theater was a major part of people’s lives, partly because there were fewer
distractions. Theater was viable for so many people, across so many economic barriers. That’s
just not necessarily true anymore.TACCONE: The board ousted Richard but had forgotten there
was a process to hire a new AD, and the board was responsible for that! So Oskar basically
persuaded me to go after the job. I got it, which was a real shock. About half the theater quit the
day after I took the job.RICHARD SEYD (company member, Eureka Theatre, 1980–88): Oskar
came on shortly after that.OSKAR EUSTIS (dramaturg, Eureka Theatre, 1981–88): I had, as a
young man, become very deeply committed to the avant-garde. I fell in love with the
experimental theater scene in SoHo. At sixteen, I moved to New York and lived at the
Performance Garage and loved Mabou Mines and Richard Foreman. That led me to get hired to
found an experimental second stage at the Schauspielhaus Zürich.I found a contradiction. I
became very excited by the socially engaged, experimental scene the German-speaking world
had. But I realized I was growing more and more contemptuous of my own work, which I realized
was designed to intimidate the audience into liking it.Christmas of 1978 I was in East Berlin
visiting my mother and I was listening to Patti Smith’s “Babelogue,” and there’s the part where
she says, “In heart, I am a Muslim, in heart, I am an American artist and I have no guilt …” and I
realized that I had to go back to the United States and speak to my people. I had to work with
playwrights, do something much more mainstream, because writers were the ones who could
carry ideas of complexity and convey them to audiences.My company, Red Wing, had had a
very successful residency at the Eureka. They knew me, I knew them. I walked into the Eureka
and said, “What I want to do is be your assistant.” And I wound up at the Eureka for ten
years.SEYD: The company was Tony Taccone, Oskar Eustis, myself, Oskar’s then partner Susan
Marsden, my partner Sigrid Wurschmidt, Lorri Holt, Abigail Van Alyn, and a little later Jeff
King.KING: I came to the Bay Area in ’86 to do a production of The Normal Heart at Berkeley
Rep. If you’re thinking about the Reagan years in San Francisco, doing The Normal Heart was a
hugely exciting thing to do. I met Oskar, who came to see the show. He had this big silver feather
earring hanging out of one ear, and he had a long shag and a leather jacket. We really hit it off.
They were this interesting, smart, political group of people. I was the first male to be asked to be
part of the acting company! That was a great honor to me.ABIGAIL VAN ALYN (company
member, Eureka Theatre, 1981–91): My vision of a theater, what we were working towards, was
Joint Stock, the Berliner Ensemble, Shakespeare’s theater. I had come to feel that what theater
needed was for a writer and an actor to get together. Directors were a bother. And then I had four
to deal with! (Laughs.)HOLT: It was sort of a collective, but the directors had more power than
the actors. But we fought against that; we wanted equal time to critique the directors. We
eventually got that privilege.MANN: Oskar and Tony were just filled with idealism and a passion



for the work. They had the feeling that the theater could make a difference in people’s lives. You
could change people’s mind in the theater, you could make a huge impact in social and political
significance, through the stories that you told onstage. I think they truly believed it.SEYD: I think
that Reagan’s election galvanized us. We saw ourselves as part of the opposition.Mary Mason
was our managing director. She was the pragmatist of the group. She had a very dry sense of
humor. She was the counterbalance to Tony as artistic director. She had to be, because she was
responsible for the bottom line.HOLT: Mary Mason was in charge of all the finances, and she
worked her butt off trying to keep us afloat.TACCONE: A few months after I became artistic
director, the Eureka burnt to the ground thanks to an arsonist. The theater burnt down after we
did a play by David Edgar, a documentary play about the incarceration of Albie Sachs, who had
been incarcerated for being a Jewish, Communist, anti-apartheid lawyer.SEYD: I was playing
Albie. Oskar was directing. The night before the theater burnt down, I got a call threatening my
life. I assumed it was just a crank call.HOLT: I had been at the theater, and so had Sigrid, and
then we went out to the movies. Someone came pounding on our door and said, “Your theater is
burning down.”CARPENTER: I was on a plane going to France with Bill Talen, who is now
Reverend Billy of the Church of Stop Shopping. We landed and got a postcard—there’s no cell
phones in those days. We got a postcard that said the Eureka had burned down.The idea that it
was firebombed always seemed a little bit of a stretch to me. Although it was a wild, volatile
time.HOLT: We’re wading through the smoke and the space trying to salvage anything we could.
Then we had to resurrect ourselves.TACCONE: We were itinerant. We spent a year at the Magic
Theatre. Then we used a dance company space on Mission Street.SEYD: The community rallied
around the Eureka tremendously.VAN ALYN: And then the next show was [Caryl Churchill’s]
Cloud 9. Richard directed that.SEYD: We produced it in this fifty-seat space, and a couple of
commercial producers wanted to do it, and we moved it to the Marines’ Memorial Theatre. It ran
there for about a year and a half.TACCONE: We spent close to a year meeting regularly without
the burden of having to produce anything, talking about theater, trying to marry our conceptual
ambitions and our ideals with how the theater was actually run. For me it was a very formative
time. You only get one shot to be formative. It was really cool.HOLT: It was pretty all-consuming.
It was also mixed up with personal relationships. Oskar and I left our partners for each other—he
was with Susan Marsden, who later got together with Jeff King and got married. Oskar and I
were together, off and on, for four and a half years. There was an incestuous quality to it.It
became unfair, because the men were mostly the directors. So they would be deciding, and
giving the actors critiques of what they felt they needed to work on for next season. Once we
reached a point where we couldn’t have a meeting because of all the resentments, we’d have a
mediation and people from the Bay Area Radical Psychiatry Collective would come in.Lorri Holt
in costume backstage at Cloud 9, 1983. (Richard Seyd)I remember staff meetings where there
were a dozen of us, including the core acting company, and we were all sitting in a conference
room on the floor because there was no furniture, envisioning the future, discussing what was
important.KING: The decision-making processes that people went through could be grueling,



they could be filled with people’s baggage.HOLT: There’s this line in Fanshen where they say
“and they talked for days.” That’s what it felt like. We deeply cared about each other and the art
we were making. But we were just human beings, with ordinary foibles, and we had to find ways
to grow together.VAN ALYN: There were a lot of strains from the beginning of the theater, in
terms of our not being able to establish a collective, because we couldn’t be equally paid. Actors
were sinking to the bottom of the pyramid.TACCONE: We felt like imitators. We were doing the
best of the Brits, mixed in with Dario Fo, a Strauss piece; Oskar had a big affinity for German
theater. And then there was this incredible, glaring lack of American plays. And so we did Emily
Mann’s Still Life, which was a turning point for me in terms of immersing you in American
drama.MANN: Oskar and Tony got on the phone to invite me out to see their production. It had
taken a lot out of me writing and directing that play, so I wasn’t sure that I wanted to see another
production at that point. I got on the phone with them to talk with them, basically to say, “I just
can’t, I can’t come to San Francisco,” and then the two of them launched into this analysis of the
play which was so brilliant! It was the most articulate and wise look at the play that I’d ever heard.
I thought: Oh my God, who are these guys? I have to go out just to meet THEM. And I
did.TACCONE: Oskar and I talked to her about doing a play together.MANN: They wanted more
American political theater, as opposed to “the Davids”—Edgar and Hare. What they said to me is
don’t worry about the size of the cast, don’t worry about it being one-sided. No holds
barred.TACCONE: Dan White had shot Harvey Milk, and we said wouldn’t it be amazing if we
did a play about this.MANN: I came back to Tony and Oskar and said, “I have a feeling that the
story is in the trial transcripts.” Oskar somehow got a copy of those transcripts, I think he sweet-
talked the clerk or something because it cost a fortune.TACCONE: We interviewed everyone
involved, and that became Execution of Justice [at Berkeley Rep, in co-production with the
Eureka in 1985]. The immediacy of the event, the absolute, visceral, overwhelming emotion of
the audience, many of whom were characters in the play—there was a kind of tsunami of
feelings that was almost overwhelming. It validated our ideas, what we wanted to do and say
about creating American work.All of that is a prologue to saying we were then on the prowl—
seriously, a search—for American writers with a political sensibility in concert with ours, a band
of lefties ranging from anarcho-syndicalists to Marxist-Leninists. The whole spectrum. We were
in a serious discourse about what the political aspirations of a theater might be.Carl Weber was
a professor at Stanford and a mentor of Oskar’s. He said, “There’s this kid in New York, this
former student of mine. You have to check him out.” We dispatched Oskar and said, “Go east
and find this Tony Kushner!”• • •EUSTIS: It was the spring of 1985. We were supposed to see
a show at the Public and we’d missed the curtain. There was no late seating. I was furious, I had
no money at the time, and trips to New York were expensive. But we could make it up to this little
room in Chelsea and see this first presentation of A Bright Room Called Day because that was
an 8:30 curtain.KUSHNER: And the set fell down, and somebody in the audience—EUSTIS: At
that point the first act ended with the singing of the Internationale—KUSHNER: —somebody in
the audience started singing along and knew all the words—EUSTIS: I sang along with it! It was



a eureka moment. I just knew I was in the presence of a major artist, and one that had the same
concerns I have.KUSHNER: Oskar called me the next day and said, “I want to have a reading of
A Bright Room Called Day in San Francisco.”EUSTIS: In what should’ve been a clue as to the
future of our relationship, it took five months for Tony to send me the script.KUSHNER: Oskar
was kind of already something of a legendary figure in theater. The Eureka had interested me,
because it was kind of a progressive, serious left theater in San Francisco, where I had never
been.EUSTIS: I flew Tony out to meet the company and talk about Bright Room. I was innocent
enough to think what a gay writer wanted to do as soon as I picked him up was go to Candlestick
Park and watch a Giants game. He was very polite about it.TACCONE: We produced Bright
Room Called Day. It bore many of the hallmarks of Kushner’s work, from the soaring language to
the incisive intelligence, the comprehensive worldview, the interstitial connections between
social systems and systems of thought that nobody else was doing. We were just—Who is this
kid? Oskar directed the show. Spinella was in it. It was a seminal event for us. It featured our
company, we were introducing a writer into the field. We were saying, “We believe in this
guy.”KING: I had known Tony before I came to San Francisco. We were already friends. Way
beyond my ability to understand as an intellect, but that’s also appealing. It was a big shift in his
career for a professional theater to be doing his play.VAN ALYN: It was so wildly creative, doing
Bright Room.ANNE DARRAGH (actor): I was a production assistant on Bright Room. I loved it.
Sigrid played Agnes and I would sit backstage and listen to her speak, and fall more and more in
love with the play.HOLT: It was as we were doing Bright Room that Sigrid first found out.VAN
ALYN: This is so vivid to me. She came to me and said, “Would you take a look at this lump?”
And I went, “Oh my God. Oh my God.”HOLT: I can remember her coming into the dressing room
and saying, “I have this lump—I have this lump in my breast.” And Abigail and myself feeling the
lump and going, “I don’t—I think it’s fine.”I said, “Is it sore?”“Yes, it’s sore.”I said, “Well, that’s
probably a good sign, because usually they’re not sore.”VAN ALYN: I said, “We are going
tomorrow to the doctor. You are having this biopsied.” Then the whole thing just cascaded from
there.HOLT: During the previous year Mary Mason, our general manager, got sick. Mary was the
steady, always dependable one. She refused to panic when we had money troubles. She was
the very picture of lucidity, clarity, calm in the storm.Sigrid found out she had breast cancer right
after Mary died. We closed the show early because of it.Sigrid’s lump was malignant, and after
two days of fear and misery we’ve closed the show and it’s all happened so fast.… Sigrid will go
for a second opinion this week but will probably have surgery again on Thursday and will find out
then if the cancer—God I hate writing that word—has spread to the lymph nodes.–from Lorri
Holt’s journals, November 15–16, 1986MCLAUGHLIN: The whole community just reeled. She
was such a vital, crucial member of the theater.SEYD: Sigrid went into treatment after Bright
Room.KUSHNER: Oskar asked me if I would do a play on commission.HOLTZ: Tony Taccone
and Oskar were aware that Larry Kramer had written a very political play about the AIDS crisis
called The Normal Heart. Here we are, the political theater founded in the epicenter of this
epidemic, we have to do this play! And the rights went to Berkeley Rep. And Tony and Oskar



were so angry, they said, “We’re gonna write our own AIDS play!”KUSHNER: I wanted to call it
Angels in America.EUSTIS: I thought that was great.KUSHNER: My titles usually suck. I’m sure
he was, like, thrilled.VAN ALYN: “It attempts to place the AIDS epidemic in the context of
Mormonism and the wild religious seeking of America and bah bah bah bah bah bah bah bah
bah.” We’re all going, “Wow!” (Laughs.) “That’s a lot.”KUSHNER: A Bright Room Called Day was
three hours long, and Oskar felt very strongly that it would be better if it had been shorter. So he
made me sign a contract. Not made me, but the contract stipulated that the new play could not
be longer than two hours. And I wanted songs in it, so I made them include that it would have
songs. So it was gonna be a two-hour play, with songs.The NEA offered this $50,000 grant, and
$40,000 would go to production, and $10,000 went to the playwright. That was more money than
I’d ever made for anything.GREG REINER (director, theater and musical theater, National
Endowment for the Arts): I’m sure Angels was just one of many grants we gave that year. We
give grants widely because you never know. It’s like when I hear all these interviews with people
at Google and they talk about all those projects they invested in that don’t work to get to the
thing that does work.KUSHNER: We had to submit a description of the play, and I said, “It’s
gonna have five gay men and an angel,” but the grant was specifically to write a play for the
Eureka Theatre Company, which was three straight women and a straight man.SEYD: The
intention was to link it to the Caryl Churchill, David Edgar way of working, to write a play for the
company of actors.EUSTIS: We had four actors, three of them were women, so it had to have
parts for three women. Tony complained for a long time, “What is this play about gay men doing
with these women?”KUSHNER: Anyway, then we got the grant, and I got a check for, I think,
$3,000 or $5,000—this really impressive check, and it had the seal of the people of the United
States on it, and it was a big moment for me. I was really moved by it.REINER: To think that then
the U.S. government was part of the support of that is exactly why I’m so proud to work at a place
like the NEA. To do work that speaks to every person in this country.KUSHNER: I was sort of
being commissioned to write—the federal government’s commissioning me to write—a play. So I
should really … You’ve got people of the WPA, and James Agee, and all these people that had
done things on federal paychecks. And I’m a patriot, and it just meant a lot to me. So I think that’s
sort of where it started.CHAPTER 3I LIKE YOUR COSMOLOGY, BABYAIDS, ROY COHN, AND
MORMONSTONY KUSHNER: The title didn’t seem grandiose or anything to me.STEPHEN
SPINELLA (Prior in workshops, San Francisco, Los Angeles, New York, 1988–94): Tony said, “I
have this great idea for a play about Mormons, and it’ll have Roy Cohn, and it’ll be all gay men,
and it’ll be about AIDS.” I remember him talking about Mormons, Roy Cohn, and AIDS.OSKAR
EUSTIS (dramaturg, Eureka Theatre, San Francisco, 1981–88; artistic director, 1988–89): This
was 1986, in the heart of San Francisco. We knew it had to be responsive to the AIDS
crisis.CLEVE JONES (founder, NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt): Between ’85 and ’95,
when the first wave of protease inhibitors started hitting, I think we lost about two thousand a
year in San Francisco. The greatest concentration was in the Castro. And it was so immediate,
so in your face, so … and at the same time, kind of invisible.DAVID WEISSMAN (director, We



Were Here): As things got worse and worse, you could not be in the Castro without being
confronted by AIDS all the time. You would see someone walking up the street in those sagging
sweatpants, which was kind of the most common look, those skeletal bodies with sagging
sweatpants covering just the most bony frame, carrying a cane. You’d think this person was, like,
seventy-five years old and then you’d realize they were thirty and they were someone you had
slept with.ANNE DARRAGH (Harper in San Francisco, 1991): AIDS was so horrible, it was so
horrible, it was a lethal diagnosis.JEFFREY WRIGHT (Belize in New York, 1993–94; on HBO,
2003): That visit to Prior’s hospital bed was something I had experience of, as everyone
had.JOE MANTELLO (Louis in Los Angeles and New York, 1992–94): It was really, it was really
harrowing. It felt like people were just disappearing.MARK BRONNENBERG (Kushner’s partner,
1982–86): At the time, my best friend, a college roommate from Iowa, had AIDS. He was
diagnosed in ’82, before they even had discovered HIV. He died in 1984.FRANK RICH (chief
theater critic, New York Times, 1980–93): The Times had done such a poor job of covering
AIDS, many people like myself were unaware of it. This was a period where, under the dictates
of Abe Rosenthal, you were not allowed to use the word gay in the Times. Gradually what
happened was, if you were on the theater beat, you had to notice that young men, featured
actors, no one quite famous yet, or super-famous, were dying. Something was going on. Then it
became quite clear that there was this lethal epidemic. The theater caught up with it relatively
fast, at least by the standards of American pop culture. There were some early plays, probably
by ’84-ish you have William Hoffman’s As Is and Larry Kramer’s The Normal Heart.MANTELLO:
The Normal Heart was very, very instrumental in propelling me to become a volunteer at Gay
Men’s Health Crisis. I became a buddy to several people over a few years. You’d be assigned a
case. Sometimes you’d shop for them. Sometimes you’d spend time with them. I remember
going to sit with a man I was working with in the hospital, and I remember it was at the time when
the food service people were not required to come into the room. They could leave the trays
outside the door. They would wear masks, they were covered like astronauts.BRONNENBERG:
Back then it was still not clear how it was transmitted. It was horrible. You’d go into a hospital
room and you’d wear a mask and rubber gloves.MANTELLO: I was one of several people in his
life, but he was very, very ill. After he died, I just couldn’t do it anymore. It was too much. It was
too much.SPINELLA: In the summer of 1988, right after the Gay Pride March, my best friend
Reno Dakota took me to these ACT UP meetings. So starting then I was a full-on member of
ACT UP. I wasn’t a core member, but I was on the issues committee and knew all those people.
So I started to get a really more politicized view of AIDS issues. I was HIV-negative, and most of
the people I knew were HIV-negative. Then I found out one of my good friends, a teacher at
NYU, Paul Walker, was sick.A 1989 ACT UP protest at Kings County Hospital, New York,
including Tony Kushner (KILLED BY BIGOTRY) and Mark Bronnenberg (WOMEN DIE TWICE
AS FAST). (T. L. Litt)WRIGHT: The first director who hired me in a legitimate role at Arena Stage
in D.C., Hal Scott; the first director to hire me when I moved back to New York, Dennis Scott; my
favorite teacher at NYU, Paul Walker—these people were so important to me in my early days,



and they all died of AIDS.MARCIA GAY HARDEN (Harper in New York, 1993–94): The first
person I knew who died of AIDS died in 1986. He was my first boyfriend. His mother was
Catholic. She was telling him to repent on his deathbed. And he was so sick. And so
scared.SEAN CHAPMAN (Prior in London, 1992): My godfather had worked for a major airline.
He was gay, and he died a couple of years before the play. It was referred to as cancer. It wasn’t
considered acceptable for some of his family members to know.NICK REDING (Joe in London,
1992): You had this sense of a, a plague going through our community. The arts community was
hammered by AIDS.F. MURRAY ABRAHAM (Roy in New York replacement cast, 1994): When I
did The Ritz, that was a big cast. Eighty percent of that cast died of AIDS. It was awful. There
was no support system. Because of the ignorance, when the parents of these dying kids were
there, they must’ve thought it was some form of retribution, a scourge from
God.BRONNENBERG: During the writing, he would occasionally either read me something or
have me read something. I remember one time in particular, I think it’s the first scene in Act 2
where Prior really breaks down physically, where Louis comes to the conclusion that he can’t
deal with it, that he’s going to abandon Prior. The power of that scene is that Prior shits his pants
and has blood all over him. And Tony said, “I don’t want this to just be about AIDS. I want people
to see AIDS, to see the horror.” He wanted a scene that was viscerally horrifying.ELLEN
MCLAUGHLIN (the Angel in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and New York, 1990–94): If AIDS is a
plague that is intentional on God’s part, then it’s horrifying. But in Angels, it’s due to
abandonment and incompetence by the stacked bureaucracy of angels. That’s so terrifying.
There’s no negotiation with the divine. But Tony being Tony, there is ultimately negotiation with
the divine, because ultimately Prior asks for more life and gets it. Tony can’t imagine a God you
can’t argue with. That’s part of what makes the play bearable.EUSTIS: Tony knew he wanted to
write about Roy Cohn.Roy Cohn. Born in 1927, Cohn became a lawyer and rose rapidly by
ruthless use of influence and self-publicising. Violently right wing, he helped prosecute the
Rosenbergs and became Senator McCarthy’s number 2.… His secret homosexual life stopped
him from running for the Senate, so he worked as a political fixer, helping to sabotage several
Democratic Presidential campaigns.–“Real Life Characters in the Play,” Royal National Theatre
program, 1992EUSTIS: He made specific reference to a piece that Robert Sherrill had written in
the Nation. It’s a particularly nasty piece of homophobic leftism.Cohn was rumored to have
humped, or been humped by, [G. David] Schine, his colleague of the McCarthy days, but
[biographer Nicholas] von Hoffman says there is no evidence of such a relationship. Ditto the
rumors that he humped, or was humped by, his dirt-supplying pal J. Edgar Hoover. Ditto the
rumors that he humped, or was humped by, Cardinal Spellman (who reputedly was hot for choir
boys), all very, very close friends of Cohn, to be sure … To his death he denied that he was
homosexual, but the Dorian Gray scene of his dying of AIDS said it all: “Roy … lay in bed,
unheeding, his flesh cracking open, sores on his body, his faculties waning” and with a one-inch
“slit-like wound above [his] anus.”–Robert Sherrill, “King Cohn,” the Nation, May 21,
1988EUSTIS: While we were working on the play, the AIDS Quilt had its first public display at the



Moscone Center. We came across a panel:Roy Cohn’s square on the AIDS Memorial Quilt.
(Tony Kushner)EUSTIS: Tony looked at it and said, “If I can write something half as dialectical as
that, it’ll be a great character.”JONES: I remember when that panel was made. One of the
volunteers told me there’s someone behaving oddly here, come check it out.I went up to him and
he was super-secretive and flipped the panel over and I said, “You know, if it’s going to be in the
quilt, I’m going to have to see it, so why don’t you show it to me?” and he did. My hair just stood
on end. It was the first of the … eventually there would be many very harsh panels, you know, but
this was kind of in a league of its own. The first thing I asked him was “Did you actually know Roy
Cohn?” and he said, “I knew him very well,” and so I said, “Fine.”WESLEY MORRIS (critic-at-
large, New York Times): It would’ve been so easy to make a play about Roy Cohn, maybe even
him having AIDS. But for a gay Jewish man to completely re-appropriate Roy Cohn’s story, to tell
this larger story about the AIDS crisis in the 1980s, is really incredible. To have a gay man who is
also a Jew wrestling with the legacies of shame and hypocrisy among his own people, on his
own terms, is really powerful.BRONNENBERG: I knew it was about Roy Cohn. I knew it was
about AIDS. I knew it was about the Reagan era, but I couldn’t quite grasp where the Mormons
fit in. I’m not sure he did, either.KUSHNER: I think if you have a title Angels in America, you’re
gonna start to think about American angels.EUSTIS: The Book of Mormon was there from the
beginning. He had read it, he had an intuitive sense that Mormonism was going to be important
to the play, but we didn’t know how.KUSHNER: When I was a kid in Louisiana, I went to this
summer program at McNeese State University, which was in my hometown, Lake Charles. Kids
came from all over the state, and you lived there for six weeks. In the summer of my first year in
college, I applied for a job as a dorm counselor at the program. My favorite student of all the
kids, her name was Mary Fanning, her father ran the local Boy Scout troop, and they were a
Mormon family. She is a really incredibly warm, lovely person. And I adored her. And she adored
me.At the end of her last year of the program, she gave me, as a parting gift, the Book of
Mormon, with this very impassioned inscription: “If you think this is false, then this must mean
that I and millions of other fools are stumbling around in the darkness.” Or something devastating
like that. It was so daunting, and it took me like a year and a half to get around to starting to read
it. And then I read it, and it’s—Mark Twain famously called it “chloroform in print.” It’s just terrible.
It’s a terrible book.JOSEPH MYDELL (Belize in London, 1992–93): Mormons knocked on my
door in Hackney before I did the play, wanting to talk to me about the church. These two very
blond, well-dressed lads, they came in and at the time I smoked, and they said, “The holy spirit
won’t come if you have that cigarette, and we’ll pray for you,” so I said, “Oh yes, I’ll put it out.”
They preached to me as if I was a child. And as they left I said, “Why are blacks told that they
have to go to a separate heaven? And why are blacks not allowed to be elected to higher office
in the church?” And they were flabbergasted. They said, “Oh, uh, well, just at this moment there’s
a new revelation and a lot of that is going to change.”KUSHNER: I took the F train into Manhattan
daily to go to grad school. And the summer before I left to go to St. Louis, these incredibly
adorable Mormon missionaries—these two guys—showed up at the entrance of the subway



station, with their little white shirts and their little ties, and their “Elder this” and “Elder that.” I, of
course, always loved stopping and talking to them, ’cause I’d actually read this stuff. One of
them, especially, was just—I couldn’t wait to get to the subway station.I’m sure that also had a
role.MCLAUGHLIN: One show, there was a group of students from Brigham Young! Like the
Mormon kids! And this beautiful, corn-fed girl said to Stephen Spinella, “Everyone in my life, my
family, my church, my school, my entire society, has taught me to hate you, and I love you.” And
she burst into tears. And Stephen burst into tears and they hugged. And I thought, If we’ve done
nothing else, we changed that young woman’s life.RICH: It’s a history play, in the sense that it
transcends what AIDS means in our culture now, or what it meant when the epidemic first hit, but
it brings it back for audiences who are open to the experience and puts it in the context of
America in general, not just the Cold War. Not just even in terms of Roy Cohn and certain kinds
of overlaps with the McCarthy era. But also the Mormon Church, the most American creation
among religions. And the sense of the sweep of the country over roughly a century, going back
to immigration in the nineteenth century. It’s all there.CHAPTER 4NOT-YET-CONSCIOUS,
FORWARD DAWNINGDEVELOPING THE PLAY IN SAN FRANCISCO AND LOS ANGELES,
1987–1990ANDY HOLTZ (business manager, Eureka Theatre, San Francisco, 1987–89): We got
the grant and figured out, Wow, I guess we better write the play, then.TONY KUSHNER: I’d left
New York Theatre Workshop around ’87 when Jim Nicola took over and went to work as director
of literary services for Theatre Communications Group. But it became sort of clear to me that I
needed to stop having a full-time job. So I borrowed $6,000 from Stephen Graham, who I knew
from New York Theatre Workshop, so that I could just work on Angels exclusively. And then I ran
through that money—and I needed more money, ’cause I had no job. And people were getting
excited about the play, but that didn’t pay anything.Jim Nicola called me and said, “We have a
director who wants to do this play by Pierre Corneille called The Illusion, and there’s no good
English translation of it. Would you be willing to do one?” And so I did The Illusion. And the
Workshop did it, and I think they paid me enough for two months’ rent. And then Mark Lamos at
Hartford Stage asked if he could do it. And then Mel Gussow for the Times went and reviewed it
in Hartford and loved it, and suddenly it got done all over the United States, and it paid for the
rest of the writing.JEFF KING (company member, Eureka Theatre; Joe in workshops): We all
had to do a musical audition. I did so poorly that I credit myself with keeping it from being a
musical.KUSHNER: I wrote the part of Harper for Lorri Holt, Hannah for Abigail Van Alyn, Sigrid
was the Angel. And Jeff King, I wrote the part of Joe for him. And that took care of the Eureka
company. My first year at NYU, I became friends with Stephen Spinella. I thought then, as I think
now, that he was one of the most remarkable actors I’d ever met, and I loved writing for him, and
so I wrote Prior Walter for him.KING: I think, honestly, all of us are so in those parts. No matter
who does them, they’re doing us in a way. Tony was writing them for us to do, so there’s some
DNA strain from those four people, five including Spinella, that lives through those
parts.ABIGAIL VAN ALYN (company member, Eureka Theatre; Hannah in workshops): Lorri is
sharp as a razor. She is so smart.KING: Lorri had a strong connection to her emotional life; she



could bring a lot of emotion onstage. With Harper, you know, her fragility and need and
imagination was really strong in her. I think that’s why it was written for her.RICHARD SEYD
(company member and director, Eureka Theatre; Sigrid Wurschmidt’s partner): Jeff was very
quintessentially Middle America, I would say. That’s very much how he read. He’s a very subtle
actor, I thought.JOE MANTELLO (Louis in Los Angeles and New York, 1992–94): Jeff was like a
redwood. He was massive. And sweet. And very straightforward, a kind, kind, kind man.VAN
ALYN: Oh, Jeff is a delight. He’s an interesting combination of a vibrant, still presence and then
suddenly being really smart in the way he understands a character.SEYD: Abigail is a very
grounded actor.(Eureka production manager, 1984–86): Abigail was a little bit older than
everyone else, although I can’t remember how much older. It seemed like the rest of us were
such kids.KING: Abigail was smart. She was very politically committed. There’s a character that
she played in A Bright Room Called Day named Gosling—she goes around putting posters on
telephone poles—and the other characters say they’re going to tear ’em down and she says, “I
don’t care what they do, I care what I do.” She was like that.Sigrid was such a—just a beautiful
person. She was so talented. I remember when we were … (Pause.) This is when we were still
moving into the theater. There was this dreadful pea-green color on the walls so we were
painting the offices. Sigrid and I were there one night painting, and the main stairwell leading to
the street, leading up to the office area, had pretty high and unreachable upper walls and ceiling.
Sigrid was in her painting overalls, and she said “Here, Alice, I’ll be Lucy and you be Ethel. Hold
my belt while I lean out and paint.”KING: Sigrid was absolutely fearless. She was—along with all
these other great qualities—she, onstage, was not afraid of anything, and would go where she
had to go.ELLEN MCLAUGHLIN (actor; Sigrid Wurschmidt’s friend): Sigrid was a great actor,
someone equally fine in comic and tragic roles, a huge-hearted, smart, and passionate artist.
She was immensely important to Tony’s development of the idea of that character and what that
play was. She was a light of a human being. She was one of those people who create
communities wherever they are, because people just want to circle around where they are
standing. She was beloved.KUSHNER: The second act of Perestroika was dedicated to her. She
was an amazing actress, and just completely luminous.• • •OSKAR EUSTIS (dramaturg,
Eureka Theatre, 1981–88; artistic director, 1988–89): Tony has patience. And “patience” is, of
course, a synonym for “blown deadlines.”MARK BRONNENBERG (Kushner’s partner, 1982–86):
I think he worries about finishing a paragraph. A page. An act of it. But the thing is that he doesn’t
give up.STEPHEN SPINELLA (Prior in workshops): There was no play. We all gathered together
in San Francisco and there was no script. It was the group that would become the cast at the
Eureka. We hung out and we talked about stuff.We began meeting tonight about “Angels.” Tony
laid out the plot, and the basic scenes, it’s very exciting, fascinating, and somewhat chaotic, at
this point in time. But it did get me excited again about acting.–from Lorri Holt’s journals, June
1988HOLTZ: The clock ticked and we did our first and second productions and it was getting to
be later winter, and no one had seen any pages of this play, and rehearsal was supposed to start
April of ’89. And we had sold subscriptions based on this world premiere.KUSHNER: Oskar had



decided he’d had enough of waiting for the play, so he summoned me over to read what I had,
which turned out to be a very important moment. Sigrid Wurschmidt played the Angel. Ellen was
her best friend, so Ellen read Prior.HOLTZ: I poked my head out of the office and the first draft
had come out of our laser printer and it looked like a phone book.LORRI HOLT (company
member, Eureka Theatre; Harper in workshops): I think the very first time we read a draft of
Millennium at the theater, afterwards it was like, oh my God, this is going to be amazing.VAN
ALYN: I was extremely disappointed in the process. I didn’t see us as developing it at all. I saw it
as Oskar and Tony developing the play with us as a sounding board. Sort of.KUSHNER: I really
had gotten into trouble, I knew, because my outline said that the Angel was gonna come through
the ceiling before intermission, and I had written 120 pages, which is the length of—that’s two
hours at a minute per page. And I wasn’t—she hadn’t come through the ceiling yet.EUSTIS: He
came to me and said, “Oskar, I can’t get these people to change fast enough!”KUSHNER: Sigrid
told me to walk with her. She said, “Well, what happens next?” I told her what I knew of the plot,
and she said, “Have you written any of it?” And I showed her, in my notebook, when we got to
her house, this thing that I had written just sitting in the park that turned into Harper’s monologue
on the flight to San Francisco at the end.HARPERSouls were rising, from the earth far below,
souls of the dead, of people who had perished, from famine, from war, from the plague, and they
floated up, like skydivers in reverse, limbs all akimbo, wheeling and spinning. And the souls of
these departed joined hands, clasped ankles, and formed a web, a great net of souls, and the
souls were three-atom oxygen molecules, of the stuff of ozone, and the outer rim absorbed
them, and was repaired.–Perestroika, Act 5, Scene 8KUSHNER: And she read it, and she cried
a little, and she said, “This is wonderful,” and she said, “This is gonna have to be in the play.” And
I said, “I know, but I don’t know what to do—what am I gonna cut?” And she said, “Well, why do
you have to cut anything? Why don’t you make it two plays?”EUSTIS: I had no idea it was
Sigrid’s idea to make it two plays! Either I’ve repressed that or Tony’s blaming a dead girl.
(Laughs.)VAN ALYN: I said, “Why don’t you make it two plays?” I remember Oskar and Tony
looking at each other and going, “Huh, there’s a thought.”Kushner says it was Robert Egan, the
[Mark Taper Forum’s] associate artistic director, who first suggested to him that his play wasn’t
half done; rather, Egan told Kushner, there were two related plays and that Part 1 could stand
alone.–Bruce Weber, “Angels’ Angels,” New York Times Magazine, April 25, 1993EUSTIS: When
he wanted to split the show in two, we had a fight, and it lasted a couple of weeks. None of us
had heard of a two-evening play other than Nicholas Nickleby, and I said to Tony, “That was the
Royal Shakespeare Company, and that was Dickens.”HOLTZ: We had to have a company
meeting and decide what we were going to do. We all gathered, the management of the theater
and the actors, and Oskar said, “I think this is a really significant piece, but we don’t have the
resources to mount this in six weeks.”“Angels in America” is in another state of flux. It looks now
as though we’ll just be doing a workshop production in March/April … The script … is
outrageously long, and the first part alone is 200 pg.–from Lorri Holt’s journals, December
1988HOLTZ: We substituted the season-closing play with something else, and we did a staged



reading in some other place, and it was the first time anyone had heard Angels out loud.KING: It
was a weeklong rehearsal process in some weird former military installation in the Marin
Headlands. Then we put it on over the course of two days at this dance workshop. It was a
reading, nothing was staged, but the reading took five hours. Then we had an audience talkback
afterwards, and there was a guy who said, “It’s not a play, it’s a novel!”HOLTZ: The fact that we
couldn’t do that play when we had promised it really affected subscription sales for the following
season. Tony Taccone left; Oskar hung around for a season and then he left.TONY TACCONE
(artistic director, Eureka Theatre, 1981–88): The problem was everybody was getting older,
moving from their twenties to their thirties. They needed money to live. I had two kids, I needed a
health plan.VAN ALYN: I know that Tony Taccone sees this as fundamentally a function of the
economic forces pushing and pulling us. I’m sure that’s partly true, but there was also the
ambition—even as far left as we were—all of the men were wanting to fulfill what they felt they
had in them in theater. And here we are in America. What are you going to do?TACCONE: Our
aesthetic—it was like we were a little out of step. George Bush was elected president; we were
not going to reach that next level of the promised land. I left for Berkeley Rep, which at that point
was like the bourgeois house on the hill. I know Oskar was disappointed. It was the hardest
decision I’ve ever made, leaving the Eureka. Within a year, Oskar was at the Taper.KUSHNER:
Oskar was headhunted away by Gordon Davidson and brought down to L.A. to work at the
Taper, which was a very big—the largest—regional theater in the United States at that point.
Gordon Davidson was like Joe Papp.BOB EGAN (producing artistic director, Mark Taper Forum,
1983–2003): I was looking to beef up our new play development staff, which was pretty healthy
and robust, but Oskar has unique and enviable dramaturgical skills—he’s, you know, pretty
great. Gordon had this lovely tendency when he was out in the world, he’d come back and say,
“You know, Bob, I just had this lovely conversation with Oskar Eustis, and I think we should think
about bringing him on staff.”A flier for the first Eureka Theatre reading of Angels in America,
1989. (Jeff King)EUSTIS: When I went to Los Angeles, I left my theater in effect to protect
Angels, because the Eureka didn’t have the resources to develop it. I could either throw my hat
into the ring with Angels or I could stay in San Francisco and keep the Eureka going, and I chose
Angels.EGAN: If my memory serves me correctly, he wanted to bring a project with him. Only
one.EUSTIS: I sent Gordon Angels in a somewhat hyperbolic fashion. I said, “Gordon, my
theater company is falling apart, the Berlin Wall has fallen, my father has died, my girlfriend”—
Lorri Holt by the way—“has left me, and I don’t know what I believe in, but I believe in this play. If
you produce this play, I’ll come to your theater.”EGAN: I read it right away, as did Gordon, and
Gordon and I, I don’t think we had a conversation, we just both independently called Oskar. I told
Oskar, “This is one of the best plays I’ve ever read. We’d be foolish not to say yes.”KUSHNER:
Suddenly, Gordon Davidson had read my play and was calling me up. I mean, things started
happening.Debra Ballinger is the new executive director of the Eureka. Oskar is going to Los
Angeles. I have not written about any of this—not any of it.… I am suffering from complete
burnout with regard to the Eureka.–from Lorri Holt’s journals, July 9, 1989DEBRA BALLINGER



BERNSTEIN (executive director, Eureka Theatre, 1989–92): I had been teaching at NYU. My
mom had breast cancer, and I was on a leave to take care of her, because I’m from the Bay Area.
I had decided I wasn’t going back to New York, and then in May or June I was recruited.
Probably not the best time to be recruited to be the executive director of a theater.KATHLEEN
CHALFANT (Hannah in workshops): We did all the developmental work at the Taper starting in
1989. We did a whole version of Millennium in their theater up in the Hollywood Hills. It was sort
of like our day job.CASEY COWAN (lighting designer at Taper Too Millennium workshop, 1989–
90): First was a workshop at the Taper Too, with Oskar, Tony, and Bob Egan, as part of a New
Work Festival that Bob Egan produced.EGAN: Hold on, I’m looking at it because I have the
posters in my bathroom … “Angels in America Part 1 by Tony Kushner, Taper Lab, ’89: The
Presiding Demon is Roy Cohn in this incandescent tapestry of Mormons, AIDS, Perestroika, and
Redemption, as we hurtle towards the Millennium, yearning to find those Angels in
America.”COWAN: We had one week to load it in, tech it, and open it. I am famous for writing
light cues really fast. There’s over three hundred light cues in that show because of all the
scenes, and that was just Millennium Approaches! We really slammed that thing in.EGAN:
Shows in the festival, we tried to really accentuate to everybody, top to bottom, the board, the
staff, the artists, the audiences, that this whole process was about plays in the process of
becoming. So to encumber too much production would stop that spirit of exploration and
experimentation.SEYD: In 1989 the earthquake happened in San Francisco during the World
Series. Everyone ran out of their apartments and houses. I got a call from Sigrid in L.A., five
minutes after the earthquake ended. She had gone to the doctor to have an eye exam because
she was having a problem with her eye. The doctor said, “Look, I hate to say this to you, but have
you experienced cancer?” And she said yes, and he said, “I’m afraid that it’s come back in your
eyes.”VAN ALYN: I have very little memory of that whole rehearsal process. I have no idea how I
was! Probably not very good (laughs). I would say I was pretty checked out, worried about
Sigrid.EUSTIS: Sigrid remained doing the part through the first workshop we did of Millennium at
the Taper Too. It was one of the grimmest nights. The cancer had returned, it was affecting her
eyesight.KUSHNER: She had these huge, really thick spectacles. We had to blow up every page
of her script to these giant pages, ’cause she couldn’t really see anymore. That’s why the Angel
in the play calls herself the bald eagle—’cause I was hoping that Sigrid would make it, and I
thought, Look, she’s bald.EUSTIS: There was one point where she missed an entrance. I was
sitting in the far house right; I could see backstage. Sigrid was sitting with her head in her hands,
she had completely missed her entrance, there was maybe twenty seconds of silence, and then
she put her head up, realized what was going on, and ran on.EGAN: I remember very clearly,
when the Angel appears, she walked out onstage and stood on a box, and spread her—I think
Oskar had done some minimal thing—she put her arms out and was the Angel. People talk
about that moment to this day. It was unbelievably powerful.EUSTIS: That was the last time she
went onstage.TACCONE: She was in so much pain, she barely made it through.Sigrid
Wurschmidt. (Richard Seyd)
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gammyjill, “The story of the productions.... There are very few theatrical productions that both
recount the change of history and make that recount a change in itself. "Angels in America: A
Gay Fantasia on National Themes" by Tony Kushner is one such production. Appearing in the
mid-1980's and continuing to this day, Kushner's play(s) give the AIDS epidemic a "face" by
showing different bits of society who were affected by disease. By having a cast which included
such characters as Roy Cohn and Ethel Rosenberg being surrounded by unknown people who
carry the play's plot (to the extent there is a plot.) I never saw the plays at theaters but did see
the wonderful HBO production in 2003 and read Tony Kushner's revised edition of the play,
published in 2014.Isaac Butler's new book, "The World Only Spins Forward: The Ascent of
Angels in America" is the story, basically, of the play's productions going forward from 1985. He
interviews many of the cast members, production people, and those involved in the writing,
direction, and finances of the play. The author, of course, is Tony Kushner, whose almost
feverish writing and rewriting of the play was continuous over the first few years. Kushner
combined the politics of AIDS with the personal of gay identity. He includes religious identity;
several of the main characters were Mormon. (Hhhm, I wonder if the idea of "The Book of
Mormon" came in part from "Angels"?)"Angels in America" was produced on stages from
London to Los Angeles and played for many years in New York. The play began in San
Francisco, produced at the Eureka Theater, a small local theater. Oskar Eustis was the producer
and he and Kushner worked together with their actors and stage crews to put on the first
production. But the play, as Kushner kept writing, was so long that it was eventually broken up
into two plays. Who had the stamina to star in two plays? The mostly young cast who entertained
the rapturous audiences who had the stamina to sit for hours! From San Francisco, the play
headed to Los Angeles, and then on into the wider world.Bishop's book is written in chapters
which are short interviews with various cast and crew. I really don't care for this form of non-
fiction, but the subject was so well covered that the writing style didn't bother me. I mention this
only because some readers don't like this style.”

morehumanthanhuman, “A great read. This is a moving and fascinating oral history that
manages to cover so many aspects -- acting, production design, the writing, social impact,
insights into different characters, and the struggles of various productions to bring it all to life.If
you don't like the oral history format, you should probably avoid this as it's very much an
experience of getting a bunch of different takes spliced together. For something that involved so
many different people (and often very different takes on the same subject), I find this works very
well.”

Timothy Hallinan, “Exhaustive and Essential History of a World-Changing Play. An exhaustive
oral history of the creation and evolution of Tony Kushner's "Angels In America" that includes



contributions from practically every creative principal in virtually every production of the play. The
editors do a brilliant job of organizing and presenting all this material and establishing the broken
world homophobic and under attack from a terrible new disease, in which it was created.
Fascinating to anyone who loved the play or who loves theater or just who wonders where the
miracles come from that take place on stages all over the world every day and night of the year.”

reizen, “Amazing oral history of an iconic and important play and .... Amazing oral history of an
iconic and important play and theatrical era. Well-structured, the authors somehow managed to
create something dense with detail and insight without sacrificing the breeziness and gossipy
nature of the format.”

T. S. Lowe, “I love ANGELS IN AMERICA. I love ANGELS IN AMERICA. I performed in a
production in grad school and wrote about it for my thesis. I directed a production a few years
later and just plain love this play. I adored the history, perspectives, anecdotes and surprises that
filled this book. It gets 5 stars. YMMV.”

K. R. Lunak, “I love the play - not only the writing. It is an incredible history of the play "Angels in
America" as told by people involved through out various productions. I love the play - not only the
writing, but also the touring production. It was so interesting to read personal reflections on the
characters as well as backstage stories from a variety of productions.”

Mike Neary, “Four Stars. Essential reading”

sun, “Wonderful wonderful wonderful!!!!!. A riveting and emotional read! As someone who is too
young to have been around for the plays early days, this account really hammers home just what
a profound affect this play had on so many people's lives, and how it continues to do so today.
Accounts from people involved in all the productions, right up to the NationalTheatre/Broadway
bound show of 2017/2018 make this an enjoyable read for everyone who is a fan of the play,
even if they've only just discovered it!”

The book by Isaac Butler has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 86 people have provided feedback.
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