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Introduction

Although always an object of both popular and scholarly curios-
ity, Mormons and Mormonism have seen increasing scrutiny during the
previous decade. For example, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints (LDS Church) understandably used the 2002 Salt Lake Winter
Olympics as a pretext to mount an extensive public-relations campaign
that capitalized on the extensive media attention that Olympic host cit-
ies typically receive. In spite of a bribery scandal, this effort was largely
successful, resulting in generally positive stories on television and in
newspapers and magazines.

Unfortunately for the church, however, the media have also reported
stories that do not present Mormons in the best light, like the 2008 raid on
the polygamist compound at the Yearning for Zion ranch in Texas. And
while the ranch was the property of fundamentalist Mormons who have
no ties to the LDS Church, the full implications of that distinction were
probably lost on many viewers and readers. Indeed, it is possible that
the frequent repetition of the lack of connection between Warren Jeffs’s
church and the one headquartered in Salt Lake City by a dutiful and
risk-averse media actually intensified the popular connection between
polygamy and mainstream Mormonism. One could not, say, watch the
pioneer-dress-wearing YFZ mothers who appeared on Larry King Live to
plead for the return of their children without being reminded of the his-
tory that all Mormons share.

Participation in politics by individual Mormons, as well as the insti-
tutional LDS Church, has also generated media coverage and increased
scrutiny. That coverage has generally aligned Mormons and Mormonism
with the Right in America, Harry Reid notwithstanding. The tearfully
partisan Glenn Beck is not the only prominent Mormon on the right. The
media has not always presented the church or its members as polarizing
figures. Mitt Romney’s failed, but highly visible, bid for the Republican
presidential nomination—as well as his quieter, but equally unsuccess-
ful, bid to be John McCain’s running mate—generated a great deal of
press coverage. While some of that attention added to the “will America
vote for a Mormon?” meme, much of it stressed the attractiveness of the
putatively moderate former Republican governor of heavily Democratic
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2 PECULIAR PORTRAYALS

Massachusetts. After all, what's not to like about a generically attractive,
Ivy League—educated entrepreneur with a seemingly stable family life
and bipartisan credentials? The LDS Church’s 2008 decision to support
California’s Proposition 8, which denied gays and lesbians the right to
marry, however, not only placed the institution well to the right on the
American political spectrum but also allowed opponents of the mea-
sure to wonder publicly why a church that had once openly advocated
polygamy was now encouraging its members to donate more than 50
percent of the funding of an effort to define marriage as the union of one
man and one woman.

Mormons have often referred to themselves as a “peculiar people,”
implying that their devotion to their faith and the unique truth of their
gospel sets them apart from the rest of the world. But for many peo-
ple who are unfamiliar with the faith, Mormons are just peculiar. Most
people simply don’t have the time to think deeply about a group of
people who try to present themselves as neat and orderly members of
the American mainstream while they are simultaneously haunted by the
specter of their nineteenth-century eccentricities. Instead, most people,
when they think about Mormons at all, take at face value a conflicted
public image with a long history. Well before the 2002 Winter Olympics,
the 2008 presidential campaign, the raid on the YFZ ranch, or the con-
troversy surrounding Proposition 8 captured the attention of the news
media, Americans had easy access to pejorative literary and filmic depic-
tions of Mormons and Mormonism. Many unsavory Mormons popu-
lated the pulp novels of the nineteenth century, and more respectable
authors like Mark Twain crafted critical depictions of Mormon customs
and theology. Silent film audiences were sometimes treated to the spec-
tacle of beautiful women entrapped by scheming Mormon polygamists.

Contemporary portrayals of Latter-day Saints have been no less
problematic. For example, Tony Kushner’s Angels in America focuses
on a politically dangerous Mormon character whose religion has
turned him into a hypocrite. Lighter entertainment sometimes features
Mormon characters best described as absurd, such as the missionary-
turned-porn-star in Orgazmo. And while Big Love’s portrayal of polyga-
mist and businessman Bill Henrickson is sympathetic, the show’s appeal
rests heavily upon its creation of a fundamentalist Mormon suburban
surrealism. Even authors who had a Mormon upbringing often create
peculiar Mormon characters, such as the sometime-Mormon main char-
acter of returned Mormon missionary Brady Udall’s The Miracle Life of
Edgar Mint, who finds his life permanently altered when the postman
runs over his head.
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Although peculiar Mormon characters have haunted America’s
literary and filmic imagination for decades, few studies have investi-
gated this cultural phenomenon. There has been much comment on the
uniqueness of Mormonism as a religion and historical phenomenon,
yet it is also true that Mormons are unique literary characters that may
represent a peculiarly American trope. Naturally Mormon intellectuals
have sometimes attempted to explain their faith’s place in American cul-
ture to Mormon audiences. And prominent non-Mormon intellectuals
have written about the faith’s uniquely American characteristics. But
there has not been a concerted effort to explore the ways that Mormons
and Mormonism have been characterized in literature and film. This col-
lection of articles provides a broad perspective on the way Mormons
and Mormonism are depicted in contemporary fiction, theater, and film
that begins to map out the peculiar terrain these characters inhabit.

As with most rudimentary exercises in physical or intellectual car-
tography, however, Peculiar Portrayals creates a map that is more sugges-
tive than definitive. Individual articles clarify the texts and issues they
address, but tantalizing gaps remain. For example, astute readers will
notice that most—but not all—of the essays in this volume focus on texts
whose authors or creators are male. Unfortunately, in the diverse group
of texts that explicitly discuss Mormons and Mormonism for a national,
secular audience, male authorship or auteurship is typical. And because
it is difficult to trace thematic continuity among works like Under the
Banner of Heaven and Orgazmo, essays are not grouped into categories
but are instead offered on their own merits.

As readers will see, each article finds Mormons and Mormonism
interacting with notions of Americans and America in ways that are
both peculiar and familiar. Cristine Hutchison-Jones’s “Center and
Periphery: Mormons and American Culture in Tony Kushner’s Angels
in America” concludes that the playwright's texts are not so much
anti-Mormon as anti-Mormon orthodoxy. Consequently, Mormonism
signifies the tendency for radical American movements to degener-
ate into hidebound, reactionary orthodoxy, a trend that Kushner finds
deeply troubling. Michael Austin’s “Four Consenting Adults in the
Privacy of Their Own Suburb: Big Love and the Cultural Significance
of Mormon Polygamy” sees the HBO series as a meditation on the way
Americans describe “normal” families that is designed implicitly to
inform contemporary debates about gay marriage. Kevin Kolkmeyer’s
“Teaching Under the Banner of Heaven: Testing the Limits of Tolerance
in America” uses empirical evidence gathered in a composition class-
room—refreshing for a literary study—to argue that an ethnically and



4 PECULIAR PORTRAYALS

religiously diverse group of working-class New York City freshman can
relate to the cognitive dissonance of the Mormon experience because
both groups find themselves simultaneously inside and outside of
American culture. J. Aaron Sanders’s “Avenging Angels: The Nephi
Archetype and Blood Atonement in Neil LaBute, Brian Evenson, and
Levi Peterson, and the Making of the Mormon American Writer” con-
cludes that Mormon authors writing for a national audience about
the violent aspects of Mormon culture are actually participating in a
broader American investment in violence as a means of self-definition.
John-Charles Duffy’s “Elders on the Big Screen: Film and the Globalized
Circulation of Mormon Missionary Images” argues that globalized
popular culture readily turns the carefully crafted and easily recog-
nized image of Mormon missionaries to its own ends. Mark T. Decker’s
“I Constructed in My Mind a Vast, Panoramic Picture”: The Miracle Life
of Edgar Mint and Postmodern, Postdenominational Mormonism” sug-
gests that it is possible to create nuanced portrayals of Mormons and
Mormonism that escape the hagiography-or-condemnation binary by
creating postmodern, post-Mormon characters. Juliette Wells’s “Jane
Austen in Mollywood: Mainstreaming Mormonism in Andrew Black’s
Pride & Prejudice” proposes that oblique presentation of Mormon cul-
tural mores by means of a cognate cultural context can produce a nar-
rative that explains a peculiar lifestyle without antagonizing a broad
audience with little professed interest in the minutia of Mormon life.
And Karen D. Austin’s “Reality Corrupts; Reality Television Corrupts
Absolutely” offers a broad, but insightful, overview of Mormon partici-
pation in reality-television programs, arguing that Mormon participants
either act as naive foils for more urbane cast members or, if they happen
to be gay, embody cultural contradictions inherent in American life.

Of course, the lack of a total picture that characterizes this volume
does not preclude greater understanding of the peculiar place fictive
Mormons have in the American cultural imagination. An incomplete
map, after all, is better than no map at all. And hopefully, an incomplete
map can motivate others to fill in the gaps.



Center and Periphery

Mormons and American Culture in Tony Kushner’s
Angels in America

CriSTINE HUTCHISON-JONES

Literature and film have long provided ample evidence of main-
stream America’s conflicting and conflicted perceptions of and feel-
ings about Mormons and their beliefs, and Tony Kushner’s Angels in
America: AGay Fantasia on National Themes is a case in point. Immediately
accorded canonical status when it premiered in New York in 1992, crit-
ics labeled Angels “the most thrilling American play in years,”! and
scholars have since declared that “Angels restored to American theatre
an ambition it has not enjoyed since the days of Eugene O’Neill or
Arthur Miller.”? Winner of the 1993 Pulitzer Prize for drama (for Part
I: Millennium Approaches) and two Tony Awards for best play (1993 for
Millennium Approaches and 1994 for Part II: Perestroika), Angels has also
enjoyed international success with audiences. Since 2003, the HBO
Films adaptation has garnered further critical accolades (two Screen
Actors Guild Awards, five Golden Globes, and eleven Emmys, includ-
ing outstanding writing for a miniseries, movie, or dramatic special for
Kushner’s screenplay), and the DVD release has created a much wider
audience for Kushner’s work than the stage could offer.* Within this
acclaimed exploration of AIDS, queer identity, and the conservative
politics of the Reagan era, Kushner portrays three Mormon characters
whose struggles with their sexual identity, love, politics, and religion
are central to his larger vision.

In the afterword to Perestroika, Kushner points out, “We organize
the world for ourselves, or at least we organize our understanding of it;
we reflect it, refract it, criticize it, grieve over its savagery and help each
other to discern, amidst the gathering dark, paths of resistance, pockets

J
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of peace and places from whence hope may be plausibly expected.”* Just
so, Kushner uses his play and the status it has granted him as a public
intellectual to reflect, refract, criticize, and even grieve over Mormons
and their place in the epic of American history as he sees it. In so doing,
his play offers startling insights into the dark and difficult place of
Mormonism in the American imagination.

Literature Review

Mormons, with the reputation they gained during the twentieth century
as all-American conservatives,® are not an obvious choice for a play-
wright seeking to explore issues of queer identity and the AIDS crisis
in 1980s New York. But in fact, Mormons were among the first things
Kushner knew he wanted to write about in Angels in America: “All 1
knew,” he says, “was that I wanted to write about gay men, Mormons
and Roy Cohn.”®

In spite of this fact—and the remarkable presence of important
Mormon characters in the play—Mormonism has often gone unno-
ticed by commentators: “only 68 of 370 reviews mentioned Mormons
at all” according to a 1999 survey of critical responses to the plays.”
When it is noted, little is actually said. Whereas reviewers and schol-
ars have minutely dissected Kushner’s representations of Jews, homo-
sexuals, and blacks, the importance of religious identity for the play’s
Mormons is often relegated to the status of window dressing, as when
one scholar remarked on “Mormon Family Values” in the play without
any explanation of what he meant by the phrase.® Others simply refer,
as did one reviewer, to the presence of “some extraordinary Mormons”
in the play.’

Not surprisingly, Mormon reviewers and scholars have paid far
greater attention to the importance of Mormons and Mormonism in
Angels in America. This scholarship has reached a limited audience,
however, even by the standards of scholarly work, being published in
such journals as Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought and the Journal of
Mormon History. Nor do such treatments situate Kushner’s representa-
tion of Mormons within the history of American images of Mormonism.
Instead, they focus on the potential impact of Angels on the faith of
Mormon viewers, the relative positive or negative value of interpre-
tations of those characters, or even the parallels that can be drawn
between Mormon theology and Kushner’s own theological perspective
in the play.!
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So Why Mormons?

While Kushner’s play is, first and foremost, an exploration of the place
of the homosexual community in American culture and the devastation
wrought in it by the combination of AIDS and political inaction in the
1980s, on a deeper level, it is also an exploration of minority experience
in the United States. Kushner assembles a group of people whose only
commonality is their marginal status at the fringes of national culture:
Jews, Mormons, women, African Americans, homosexuals. Though
these groups are generally not connected to one another, their outsider
status unites them.

Although he clearly seeks to explore the experience of otherness,
visible or not, Kushner anchors the story in Prior Walter, the only WASP
(white Anglo-Saxon Protestant) in the play." This identity initially seems
to privilege Prior, but in fact it also leaves him a blank slate. Because
Prior does not carry a significant residue of any religious culture, unlike
virtually every other major character in the play, he proves a receptive
vessel for the Jewish and Mormon cultural ideas that his experiences
teach him. Though he does not accept every religious idea presented to
him, most notably the conservative proscriptions of the Angel, he does
not have to overcome strong, inherited religious ideas to assimilate new
ones. Further, Prior’s WASP background makes him ripe for the influ-
ence of both Jewish and Mormon traditions because it looks to Judaism
as a direct ancestor and serves as the cultural as well as religious ground
in which Mormonism appeared in the nineteenth century.

Kushner places Prior at the end of an ancient line of Walters, a line
that can be traced back through New England to the Mayflower and,
further, to England. In fact, early in the play, his lover Louis declares that
“there’s a Prior Walter stitched into the Bayeux tapestry,” thus carrying
his family back into the eleventh century—shortly after the beginning
of the current millennium."”? But with Prior, a gay man who will have
no children (a circumstance noted by the ghosts of two prior Priors who
serve as heralds to the Angel), the line will die out. Thus, while his pure
WASP status may reinforce “the largest of the cultural themes of Angels
in America: the resistance that biological descent and inherited tradition,
embodied here in the body of the WASP, pose to political change,” the
natural result for Kushner is that the line is fizzling out because it has
not adapted to changing historical and cultural realities."® Prior him-
self acknowledges that such a fate awaits—or has already overtaken—
America’s WASP heritage: in the play’s final scene, he notes that the trees
in Central Park are “New England transplants. They’re barren now.”!*
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Prior’s WASP status also connects him to the American prophet
whose experiences he will shortly recapitulate. Joseph Smith Jr., the
Mormon prophet, was also a Yankee WASP descended from English
immigrants to the New World. In fact, both sides of his family were emi-
nently respectable middle-class New Englanders in his grandparents’
generation.”” Thus, the truly American religion—as Mormonism has
been designated by observers—is as rooted in Yankee Puritan stock as
the WASP mainstream that Kushner dismisses as sterile.

Here Kushner highlights the artificiality of distinctions of race,
class, and sexuality that he himself is exploring. Although Mormons
were represented (from outside) as a separate ethnic group as early as
the middle of the nineteenth century, this distinction was largely arti-
ficial.' By labeling Mormons as an ethnic other, scholar Terryl Givens
asserts, “threatening proximity has been transformed into manage-
able distance.”'” This strategy was necessary, he argues, because
Mormonism was “very hard to see. Mormons were, after all, usually
ethnically identical with one’s neighbors and even one’s family.”'® Just
as Allen J. Krantzen has speculated that Kushner knew what he was
doing in assigning Prior Anglo-Saxon ethnic status and then undercut-
ting that identity by tying Prior’s family to the Bayeux tapestry—woven
by the eleventh-century French conquerors of England—the connection
between Prior’s WASPishness and that of the prophet Joseph Smith
undercuts assumptions about the tangible ethnic difference between
Mormons and other Americans."

Mormonism'’s Yankee roots do not, however, change the fact that the
group was accorded outsider status shortly after it appeared in upstate
New York in 1830.% It shares this status as other with the other religious
community depicted in Angels in America—Judaism—which Kushner
represents as the immigrant other in counterpoint to Mormonism’s
native origin.

But Mormonism shares more with Judaism than simple outsider
status. Kushner himself has noted the similarities of practice and belief
between the two communities, including their shared focus on a text,
emphasis on actions over beliefs, experience of diaspora, and emphasis
on gathering.” These similarities are by no means accidental because
Joseph Smith and his early followers saw the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints as, among other things, a restoration of the religion of
ancient Israel. This Hebraic emphasis fostered early Mormonism’s focus
on the tribes of Israel, temple worship, and patriarchal blessings as well
as bloodlines and also had a profound impact on the Mormons” under-
standing of their trek west as a recapitulation of the biblical exodus.?
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Further, along with homosexuals, the two religious communities
share a history of oppression at the hands of the majority in the United
States. Both have negotiated, with some success, the tricky process of
accommodating to American culture while maintaining a sense of their
religious and cultural distinctness. So while some scholars argue that
“the archetype for the transformation of identity, which is the mark of
queer experience and survival in the play, is the wandering, rootless,
shape-shifting Jew who never finds a home,”* in fact, the Mormons
and their protracted migration west in the nineteenth century provide
another example of the “rootless, shape-shifting” other.

The forms that intolerance toward Mormons, Jews, and homosexu-
als have taken in the United States share a number of commonalities.
Certainly relevant to Kushner is the fact that “bigotry toward scapegoats
often takes similar forms, painting the pariah group as inhuman sexual
predators, especially dangerous to children.”? Just as late-nineteenth-
century anti-Semitic propaganda employed images of lascivious, sexu-
ally perverse Jews, anti-Mormon materials from the nineteenth and
early-twentieth century abound with images, both frightening and
humorously demeaning, of wicked old Mormon polygamists with cap-
tive harems of innocent young women.?

Some other prominent themes shared by anti-Semitic and anti-
homosexual propaganda that Kushner explores in Angels in America
include the power of the suspect community to manipulate govern-
ment and economy, control the media, and acquire (through unethical
and sometimes illegitimate means) ubiquitous wealth.”” These themes,
too, are readily apparent in material on the Mormons, much of which is
not avowedly anti-Mormon. For example, John Heinerman and Anson
Shupe’s book The Mormon Corporate Empire: The Eye-Opening Report on the
Church and Its Political and Financial Agenda, originally published in 1986
and reissued in 1988, grounds its exploration of Mormonism in the story
of the church and community’s economic prowess and its political impli-
cations. Even Richard and Joan Ostling’s more balanced and respectful
1999 book Mormon America: The Power and the Promise (reissued in 2007 as
“revised and updated for the 2008 election”) includes chapters with titles
like “Mormons, Inc.” and “The Power Pyramid.”” Thus, Mormons are a
natural part of Kushner’s community of suspect outsiders.

For each of Kushner’s characters, “the marginality of each of these
religious traditions is shown to contribute to the individual’s sense of his
or her place (or lack of place) in the structures of power.”? In spite of the
clout he has achieved in his life and career as a Republican power broker,
Roy Cohn is also keenly aware that the Judaism he barely acknowledges
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even to himself makes him an easy target because he will always be seen
in some quarters as “some sort of filthy little Jewish troll.”* Roy’s other
mark of outsider status—the homosexuality that he viciously denies,
along with the AIDS infection that is killing him—is also an issue not of
identity but power. Thus, Roy tells his doctor that a homosexual is not
a man who has sex with other men but one without power: “Roy Cohn
is a heterosexual man . . . who fucks around with guys.”* In the same
way, Mormonism disempowers the Pitts in the eyes of the play’s other
characters: Roy uses Joe’s Mormonism to trivialize him, and Joe’s reli-
gion invites the suspicion that eventually leads Louis to abandon him.
And Joe’s wife, Harper, talking to her mother-in-law, Hannah, speaks
for all three Mormon characters, struggling to leave behind the apparent
cultural isolation that Mormonism has imposed on them yet unable to
embrace the more liberal culture that beckons all of Kushner’s charac-
ters: “You have less of a place in this world than I do if that’s possible.”*

But Kushner is not just using the experience of other, longer-stand-
ing minority groups to illuminate the contemporary marginalization of
the homosexual community. He also sees the country’s behavior toward
such minorities as a barometer of tensions in the mainstream: “It always
seems to me that in the concerns of any group called a minority and
called oppressed can be found the biggest problems and the central
identity issues that the country is facing.”* Scholars of the experience of
religious minorities in the United States would agree; put another way,
the experiences of “subordinate peoples or groups have typically been
represented in ways that justify the inequality of power relations and
serve to rationalize or reinforce the identity, interests, or agenda of those
in positions of dominance.”* Thus, the story of marginalized people
becomes a window into the minds of those at the helm of the central or
dominant culture.

For Kushner, America’s marginalization of Jews and Mormons
results in part from a sense of the otherworldliness of both traditions as
embodied in their millennial traditions. Just as Jews end the yearly cele-
bration of the Passover meal with the hope for a new future—“Next year
in Jerusalem”—Mormonism was founded on the hope and expectation of
Christ’'s imminent second coming and the construction of a new Zion*
These beliefs open up Kushner’s exploration of history and its end, as
well as providing a platform for the supernatural visitations and visions
that permeate the play.* Such hope for the future, tinged with millennial
expectation, is also an important part of America’s national identity.*”

But while American millennialism focuses on the nation itself as the
new Promised Land, Jews and Mormons look outside the nation both
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culturally and physically—Jerusalem for Jews; and Deseret, the nine-
teenth-century Mormon name for Utah, which was not a United States
territory when the Latter-day Saints settled there.* But unlike postmil-
lennial visions of the advent of God’s kingdom as generally peaceful,
Kushner’s vision of the future carries with it both the weight of the past
and a sense of impending (and perhaps already-occurring) apocalypse:
“The most dangerous thing is to become set upon some notion of the
future that isn’t rooted in the bleakest, most terrifying idea of what’s
piled up behind you.”®

Thus, for Kushner, Mormonism becomes part of a conscious strat-
egy to guide his viewers toward a progressive perspective on history
and human relations where community is no longer based on tribe. Not
family, nor ethnicity, nor religion determines human interactions in the
glimpse of the ideal that Kushner gives in the play’s epilogue. Now
acceptance, not just tolerance, is the only legitimate principle guiding
human behavior.

Within Kushner’s proposed framework for human interaction,
Judaism represents both the failure and the promise of the American
progressive liberal tradition that Jews embraced in the early twentieth
century. But while Louis is repeatedly ridiculed throughout the play
for the meaninglessness of his progressive political platitudes—none of
which are backed up by his actions—the epilogue nonetheless finds him
comfortably situated in Kushner’s ideal community. His words are little
changed, but his very presence—his return to Prior in spite of both Prior’s
sickness and his refusal to take Louis back as a lover—clearly demon-
strates that Louis has learned to stand by the principles he espouses.®

Mormonism is a similar cautionary tale. Mormons represent the fail-
ure of a homegrown, radical political, social, and economic critique that
at one time separated itself from the nation (albeit not wholly volun-
tarily) and lived one of the most successful communitarian experiments
in American history. Kushner views the abandonment of this project as
a great failure, which is compounded by the extent to which Mormons
have become part of the conservative American mainstream: “Now,
they’re right wing and horrible.”*

“The Delicate Ecology of Your Delusions”

For Kushner perhaps the most important of all of Mormonism’s char-
acteristics that it shares with Judaism is prophecy. But just as his use of
various other aspects of Mormon belief and history is slyly ambivalent,
so, too, is his relationship to the “prophets” in his play. Not only is the
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prophecy that Prior Walter receives from the Angel of America one that
Prior—along with the playwright—rejects, but in fact it is never clear
whether Prior’s visions are meant to be revelation or madness.

Prophetic tradition is clearly a part of both of the religions that
Kushner is mining for his characters” experiences, and Prior’s vision-
ary experiences clearly derive from both Judaism and Mormonism. The
Angel of America’s Mormon roots are evident to anyone who knows the
story of the prophet Joseph Smith: like the Angel Moroni, she comes to
Prior at night in his bed, announces a great work that he is to carry out,
and tells him of a book to which she will lead him. The book is buried
much as the Book of Mormon was, though instead of being first uncov-
ered on a nearby hillside, it is under the floorboards in the kitchen of
Prior’s apartment (Joseph Smith used a similar hiding place, placing the
golden plates under the family hearthstone after he had retrieved them
from the Hill Cumorah). What Prior “unearths” is “a large book with
bright steel pages,” reminiscent of the metal plates on which Joseph Smith
claimed the Book of Mormon was written. Accompanying the book is “a
pair of bronze spectacles with rocks instead of lenses”—which the Angel
identifies as “Peep-stones”—that allow Prior to read the book.*> Kushner
clearly counts on the fact that Joseph Smith’s story is familiar to Angel’s
viewers from sources as varied as the Book of Mormon itself, ubiquitous
Mormon missionaries (who, in part, inspired Kushner’s interest in writ-
ing about the tradition), and general American lore.

Unlike Joseph Smith, Prior Walter does not welcome this angelic
visitation, greeting the Angel with a tone that belongs more to reluc-
tant prophets of the Hebrew Bible: “Go away.”* Also unlike Joseph
Smith, Prior’s task is not to translate the book. * Instead, like the biblical
Ezekiel, Prior consumes the prophecy he is destined to relate, internaliz-
ing the text when the Angel presses it to his body and declares, “Vessel
of the BOOK now: . .. On you in you in your blood we write have writ-
ten [sic].”*

In a sign that brings the two traditions together, Kushner endows
(or saddles) Prior with a limp even before he sees the Angel.* The most
obvious parallel, which Kushner indirectly draws in the play, is to the
biblical patriarch Jacob, later called Israel, who wrestled an angel and
won but was injured in the contest and left with a limp.*” Joseph Smith,
too, had a limp, the result of a childhood bone infection that nearly killed
him.* Thus, Prior’s leg pain—a symptom of his infection with HIV—is
also an outward physical sign of his role as prophet.

Just as Prior is not reducible to a Hebrew Bible prophet or Joseph
Smith, the Angel, too, is fully Kushner’s own. While he acknowledges
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that the angelic presence in Mormonism is part of why he chose that
tradition to shape the plays (“the prototypical American angel is the
Angel Moroni”#), he also maintains a sharp distinction between Joseph
Smith’s angel and Prior’s: “The thing that appeared to Joseph Smith, to
tell him where the book was hidden, was not ever actually described as
an angel in his writing. He calls it a personage in robes of surpassing
whiteness. It's not described as having wings. This is Prior’s angel, not
Joseph Smith’s. Prior’s angel would definitely have wings.”*

Kushner repeatedly suggests in the play that Judaism and
Mormonism are important not only to his construction of the Angel
but to Prior’s as well. The nature of visions—delusion or prophecy?—
is addressed repeatedly throughout the play: by visionaries (Prior and
Harper), by a level-headed realist (Belize), and by some who are in
between (Hannah, whose perspective mirrors that of Belize—until she
encounters the Angel).

Belize feels that Prior’s visions are clearly an attempt to deal with
what is happening to him because of his illness: the pain, the physical
breakdown, and, perhaps most importantly, Louis’s abandonment. Prior
also thinks that the visions may all be in his head but for a very different
reason: dementia brought on by AIDS. Yet Belize, a nurse, does not think
so: “This is not dementia. And this is not real. This is just you, Prior,
afraid of what’s coming, afraid of time.”*!

Belize is often the voice of reason and humanity in the play, and his
perspective on Prior’s so-called prophecy hints at Kushner’s own. The
argument for the cultural origins of Joseph Smith’s prophecy is certainly
at the heart of Fawn McKay Brodie’s classic biography of Smith, No
Man Knows My History, which Kushner has acknowledged as an impor-
tant source for his representation of Mormonism.*? Brodie asserts that
Smith’s prophetic labors—from the Book of Mormon to the The Doctrine
and Covenants—sprang not from God but from Smith’s mundane envi-
ronment. Thus, the Book of Mormon can be seen, she argues, as Smith
reckoning with various popular issues of his time, including the pur-
ported Hebraic origins of Native Americans and the search for the true
Christian church.® Just as Brodie sees Smith constructing his visions
from events and ideas in his community and his family, Belize interprets
Prior’s visions as personal responses to his needs and fears.

Brodie also attributes some of Smith’s prophetic assertions to psy-
chological factors.> Kushner explores this view of prophecy in the char-
acter of Harper, Joe’s frustrated, anxiety-ridden, Valium-addicted wife,
whose hallucinatory visions at times appear to be utter madness and at
others—primarily when they bleed into Prior’s visions—are “the very
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threshold of revelation.”* When Harper is alone (or with her imaginary
friend Mr. Lies) in her hallucinations, madness has the upper hand: she
wanders the city for days, imagining that she is in Antarctica, finally
drawing the attention of the police when she chews down a tree to begin
building her Antarctic civilization. But when she shares her visions with
Prior, both begin to see things that do not make any sense apart from
some shared revelatory experience. As Harper tells Prior during their
first such encounter, “I don’t understand this. If I didn’t ever see you
before and I don’t think I did then I don’t think you should be here, in
this hallucination, because in my experience the mind, which is where
hallucinations come from, shouldn’t be able to make up anything that
wasn’t there to start with, that didn’t enter it from experience, from the
real world. Imagination can’t create anything new, can it? It only recycles
bits and pieces from the world and reassembles them into visions . ..."”*

This explanation for visions as hallucinations constructed by the
individual imagination is reinforced by the fact that we first see the
actress who plays the Angel not in winged glory but in the far more
mundane role of Emily, the nurse who cares for Prior during his first
major medical crisis—well before he lays eyes on the Angel.” But such
an explanation cannot account for Prior and Harper, who have never
met in the “real” world, coming together in their visions.

Prior and Harper share information with one another in these
visions that they seemingly could not have acquired any other way:
Prior tells Harper that Joe is homosexual (information that Harper
likely already knew but Prior could not have); Prior discovers that
Louis has a new lover and that he is, in fact, Harper’s Mormon hus-
band. Thus, because it is in the context of one of these shared visions
that Prior first hears the Angel, she can be seen as part of the reality of
these revelatory experiences.

And yet Kushner, ever sly, pulls back from allowing viewers to con-
sider these visions truly prophetic when he has Prior allude to Alice in
Wonderland after he first meets Harper: “People come and go so quickly
here . . . .”® Even more damning for those who see Prior’s visions as
revelation is the scene when he awakens in the hospital, having just
returned from heaven, and delivers Dorothy’s lines from The Wizard of
Oz: “I've had a remarkable dream. And you were there, and you . . . and
you. . .. And some of it was terrible, and some of it was wonderful, but
all the same I kept saying I want to go home. And they sent me home.”*
Just as he resorts to Lerner and Loewe’s musical My Fair Lady to cope
with the appearance of his dead ancestors, Prior turns to the annals of
popular culture to express his doubts about the reality of his revelations.
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Prompted, no doubt, by such moments in the play, reviewers and
scholars generally describe the visions, particularly Harper’s, as hallu-
cinatory, rather than prophetic.®® Kushner encourages this view when
he refers, in his notes on the text, to “the Book hallucination,” remark-
ing that “it’s OK if the wires show, and maybe it's good that they do.”*!
In his essay “Angels in America: The Millennium and Postmodern
Memory,” Stanley B. Garner Jr. argues that Kushner has restored magic
to the theatrical stage precisely so that he can knock it down and expose
it for the sham that it is.®> Kushner has said as much himself: “I think
there’s value to the power of a really, sort of almost overwhelmingly
convincing illusion that’s sometimes both working and not working at
the same time. . . . You believe it and don’t believe it simultaneously,
which engages a certain part of your brain that has to do with being
skeptical about the nature of what you're experiencing in life.”*® The
play’s angelic visions, then, are meant to inspire belief at the same time
that they ask viewers to question what they are seeing, just as Kushner
seeks to inspire skepticism in his audience about the accepted norms
and values of the world outside the theater.

But does the play itself draw any conclusions about the nature of
revelatory experience? According to Kushner, no: “Whether the Angel
is real, imagined, or hallucinated is something I want the audience to
wrestle with, as the characters do.”* But the text tells a different story;
as David Savran argues, “The play’s undecidability is, in fact, always
already resolved because the questions that appear to be ambivalent in
fact already have been decided consciously or unconsciously by the text
itself.”® In fact, the message of the play is that prophecy is a form of
insanity, and insanity a form of prophecy.® As Prior tells Belize, when
Belize is trying to convince him both that he is not crazy and his visions
are not real, “Maybe I am a Prophet. Not just me, all of us who are dying
now. Maybe we’ve caught the virus of prophecy.”*” Thus, Prior’s proph-
ecy is both real in itself and a consequence of his illness, but this con-
nection to AIDS does not detract from its power. In fact, in the world of
the play, the connection to Prior’s struggle with the AIDS virus has the
effect both of elevating prophecy and making it more real. As the char-
acters must struggle with life (and with angels) to win anything of value,
Prior’s battle with prophecy gives him hard-won insight into the nature
of the world and the human community in particular.

As Kushner validates prophetic vision as a tool people can use to
cope with the realities of everyday life—an assertion that is justified by
the activities of the Hebrew prophets after whom Prior’s experiences are
in part modeled—he once again turns to Joseph Smith as the archetypal
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American prophet. While fully embracing Brodie’s view that Smith’s
visions were firmly rooted in his cultural milieu, Kushner tells us such
mundane origins do not detract from the power of revelation. As Joe’s
mother, Hannah, recently arrived from Salt Lake City and on a hiatus
from her day job at the Mormon Visitor’s Center in New York City, tells
Prior, “He had great need of understanding. Our Prophet. His desire
made prayer. His prayer made an angel. The angel was real. I believe
that.”® While Hannah believes that Smith’s prayer generated the Angel
Moroni—the angel was “made,” not brought or called—this does not,
for her, invalidate Smith’s role as prophet or the religious visions he
described. Revelation is a serious business, even when its origins are
thoroughly human.

Kushner’s directions for staging Perestroika bear this out. When
defining the nature of the play as a comedy, he explains,

it’s not farce; all this happens only through a tremendous amount
of struggle, and the stakes are high. The Angel, the scenes in
Heaven, Prior’s prophet scenes are not meant to occasion lapses
into some sort of elbow-in-the-ribs comedy playing style. The
Angel is immensely august, serious and dangerously powerful
always, and Prior is running for his life, sick, scared and alone. A
CAUTIONARY NOTE: The play is cheapened irreparably when
the actors playing the Angel and especially Prior fail to convey the
gravity of these situations. A Prior played for laughs is death to this
enterprise! Every moment must be played for its reality, the terms
always life and death; only then will the comedy emerge.*

Life is absurd, both painful and funny at the same time. And because
prophecy is portrayed, in the world of the play, as a perfectly reasonable
tool for dealing with life, it is intensely awesome and, at the same time,
ridiculous. In short, prophecy—whether from Prior Walter or Joseph
Smith—is only, and yet sublimely, human.

The Emblem of Conservative America

While Kushner confronts the origins of Mormonism through Prior’s
recapitulation of the prophet Joseph Smith’s experiences, he engages
contemporary Mormonism through his characters Joe and Harper Pitt,
a young married couple, and Joe’s mother, Hannah. All of the members
of the Pitt family are in some sense actively Mormon; though we never
see or hear about a Sunday service or local congregation in the play, Joe
wears temple garments (as does Harper in the film), his mother volun-
teers at the Mormon Visitor’s Center in New York City, and all three
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characters pay lip service to what Mormons do and do not do, believe
and do not believe. Their Mormonism is a prominent and pervasive
presence in the play, from Joe’s first scene (which is only the play’s sec-
ond), when he tells his mentor, Roy Cohn, that he is a Mormon, until
his last appearance (in the penultimate scene of the play), when he tries
to return to his wife to lead the only good life he believes in—that of a
straight, married, Mormon man.

Kushner employs the Pitts” Mormonism as a form of shorthand,
deploying familiar stereotypes to build individual characters and illu-
minate their worldviews. Piety and clean living are essential to the Pitts’
understanding of who they should be, if not who they actually are. Joe
reveals his Mormonism to Roy to justify his request that Roy not take
the name of God in vain.”” Harper, during her first meeting with Prior in
what, for her, is a pill-induced hallucination, tells him, “I'm not addicted.
I don’t believe in addiction, and I never . . . well, I never drink. And
I never take drugs. . . . It’s terrible. Mormons are not supposed to be
addicted to anything. I'm a Mormon.””* And when a drunk Joe calls her,
Hannah ignores the content of his conversation and chastises, “Drinking
is a sin! A sin! I raised you better than that.””?

This pervasive conservative piety relates to more than personal
deportment. It also reveals a wealth of biases and political views. Joe is
the clerk for a conservative Republican judge, and his services extend to
writing his boss’s court opinions. His mentor, the only historical figure
in the play (although he is, Kushner notes, thoroughly fictionalized), is
Roy Cohn, the powerful Republican “fixer” and former aide to Senator
Joe McCarthy. And Joe is not just an opportunist, using the conserva-
tism of the Reagan era to build a career—he is a devotee: “America
has rediscovered itself. Its sacred place among the nations. And people
aren’t afraid of that like they used to be. This is a great thing. The truth
restored. Law restored. That's what President Reagan’s done. . .. He says,
‘Truth exists and can be spoken proudly.” And the country responds to
him. We become better. More good.”” Joe believes in President Reagan
and his politics as fervently as he does in Joseph Smith and his religious
legacy—if not more so.

Finally, in a scene in the Diorama Room at the Mormon Visitor’s
Center, Kushner emphatically reminds viewers of the Mormons’ pio-
neer past.”* While the scene functions as space for Prior and Harper’s
second shared vision, at the same time the looming presence of the
automatonic pioneer family in their covered wagon links Mormonism
and Mormons to a past in which they were driven west by the domi-
nant culture’s violent intolerance, to their present association with
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conservative (heterosexual, child-rearing) family values, and with the
ongoing migratory character of American life reviled by the Angel but
celebrated by Kushner.”

Although Kushner respects the Mormon past, his interest in writing
about the Saints stems from altogether different feelings about contem-
porary Mormonism: “Mormons always seem much nicer people than
what they wind up visiting on themselves and the rest of Utah. That
contradiction is very interesting.””® Individual Mormons may be nice,
but their ultraconservative political views are insidious. It is these politi-
cal implications of Mormonism, and not the religion itself, that offend
Kushner.”” Louis can accept his new lover, Joe, in spite of his religion,
but he cannot forgive Joe’s political conservatism, exemplified by his
ties to Roy Cohn and his authorship of judicial decisions that deny equal
rights to homosexuals. In the same way, while Kushner acknowledges
that he finds Mormons “decent, hard-working, serious, intelligent,” and
“good-hearted,”” he, too, cannot forgive Joe for the conservatism that is
so thoroughly a part of his cultural values: “When I was working on Joe,
I wanted to write a conservative man that I actually liked. I didn’t finally
succeed [laughs].””

At the same time that Kushner openly condemns Joe Pitt for the
conservative social and political values that the playwright depicts as
characteristic of Joe’s Mormon faith, he is also using Angels to expose the
hypocrisy he sees as inherent to such conservatism. Harper is trapped
in a loveless marriage from which she escapes through an addiction
to Valium; Hannah is, at least at first, a hard, unsympathetic character
in total opposition to the stereotypical image of the happy, nurturing
Mormon wife and mother; like his mentor, Joe is secretly homosexual,
even as he uses politics to condemn homosexuality. And all of them
are terribly, painfully unhappy. Joe explains his wife’s failures thus:
“Everyone thinks that Mormons don’t come from homes like that, we
aren’t supposed to behave that way, but we do. It’s not lying, or being
two-faced. Everyone tries very hard to live up to God’s strictures. . . . The
failure to measure up hits people very hard. From such a strong desire
to do good they feel very far from goodness when they fail.”** Anything
less than orderly, sober, kind, heterosexual perfection is simply un-Mor-
mon. But that kind of perfection, Kushner tells us, is not real. As Harper
tells Prior about the Mormon Visitor’s Center, “This isn’t a place for real
feelings.”® It is impossible to maintain the facade without sacrificing
some part of your humanity.

The part of himself that Joe believes he must sacrifice is erotic love
because his homosexuality is harshly condemned by his church. This
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is tantamount to blasphemy for Kushner, for whom the elevation of
homosexuality in American culture to a place of not just tolerance but
total acceptance is an avowed goal. To illustrate the destructive force of
such repression, he taps into a stereotype that expands upon the image
of the secret polygamist in the pantheon of twentieth-century myths
about Mormons: the repressed sexual deviant. As Latter-day Saints have
become an object of ridicule for their embrace of the conservative sexual
values that were once used to condemn them, such images declare that
sexual deviance—including polygamy, homosexuality, and violence—is
the result of “an excessive devotion to conservative notions about sexual
morality.” Thus, the LDS Church represents the “institutionalization of
repressed passion” and “sexual deprivation.”*

Examples of these stereotypes abound. Secret, abusive polygamy
has been a staple among representations of Mormonism since the
nineteenth century, when popular novels (some claiming to be mem-
oirs) explored the alleged horrors of the lives of polygamous wives. In
the early twentieth century, popular Western writer Zane Grey made
Mormon polygamists the villains of some of his most popular novels.®
Alan Drury’s 1959 Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, Advise and Consent,
features a young Utah senator by the name of Brig Anderson caught
in a scandal when one of his colleagues discovers a secret homosexual
rendezvous (director Otto Preminger adapted the novel into a film in
1962).% Writer Natalie R. Collins’s mystery novels declare a direct link
between Mormon sexual repression and the subjugation and abuse of
women.®® Most recently, HBO’s television series Big Love follows the
exploits of a modern-day polygamist.®

In the vein of these representations of the secret, dangerous sex lives
of religiously conservative Mormons, Joe’s denial of his homosexuality
is slowly destroying him:

Does it make any difference? That I might be one thing deep
within, no matter how wrong or ugly that might thing is, so long as
I have fought, with everything I have, to kill it. . . . For God’s sake,
there’s nothing left, I'm a shell. There’s nothing left to kill.

As long as my behavior is what I know it has to be. Decent.
Correct. That alone in the eyes of God.”

Joe’s self-denial is also destroying his wife, who knows that sex is at
the heart of her marital—and thus her mental—instability: “You think
you’re the only one who hates sex; I do; I hate it with you; I do. I dream
that you batter away at me till all my joints come apart, like wax, and I
fall into pieces. It's like a punishment. It was wrong of me to marry you.
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I knew you....It's a sin, and it’s killing us both.”® Joe’s violence against
Harper is never active; it lies in his complete disregard for her. When he
looks at her he sees “Nothing.”*

It is true that the Mormon characters in Angels in America defy
the expectations that others place on them relative to their religion
and their politics. For example, Louis, when he is comforted by Joe
during an emotional breakdown at work in their fateful first meet-
ing, responds with surprise, “What a nice man,” as though he cannot
believe that a staunch Republican is also a kind person.”” And when,
in their first encounter, Hannah escorts Prior to the hospital because
he is in the throes of another medical crisis, he distrusts her kind-
ness to a homosexual man like him because she is a Mormon: “I wish
you would be more true to your demographic profile. Life is confus-
ing enough.””* But when these characters stray from strict obedience
to the beliefs and behaviors apparently demanded by their faith, it
leads to trouble. Joe, of course, ends up having a sexual relationship
with Louis that finally destroys his marriage. Hannah appears, at
play’s end, to have left her conservatism behind altogether: she is an
accepted part of Prior’s self-made family—in which the other three
members are all openly gay men. Her assimilation into Prior’s world
is so complete that “she looks like a New Yorker, and she is reading
the New York Times.”**

Both Hannah’s and Harper’s redemptions are foreshadowed in
the play by their ongoing inability to “pass” (in Joe’s words) as good
Mormons. As Joe tells Roy, “Iknow I married her because she . .. because
I loved it that she was always wrong, always doing something wrong,
like one step out of step.”* Harper herself acknowledges to Prior that
she is a “Jack Mormon”: “It means I'm flawed. Inferior Mormon prod-
uct.”* Hannah's failures are revealed throughout the play: she “takes
a furtive drag” of a friend’s cigarette when she believes no one is look-
ing; the same friend tells her, “I decided to like you ‘cause you're the
only unfriendly Mormon I ever met”;”® and, perhaps most damning,
she does not like men, leading many commentators to argue that her
self-avowed aversion, combined with the sexual experience she shares
with the female-bodied Angel, indicate that she is a lesbian.® These
women escape the conservative culture surrounding their religion—and
Kushner’s final condemnation—because they were already out of step
with the social values of Mormon culture. But Joe, who never questions
any aspect of Mormon religion or culture, cannot escape.
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Final Redemption

The play’s epilogue is supremely hopeful. In the words of one
reviewer, Angels “goes out in a blaze of compassion”; “the uplift is
real and salutary.”” Prior is still alive and in relatively good health,
and he has found a new “family”: Louis, still his friend if no longer
his lover; Belize, still challenging and humanizing everyone, espe-
cially Louis; and the transformed Hannah. Having left her husband
and taken back her life by taking up Kushner’s call for movement and
migration, Harper is on a plane, and we can be hopeful for her sanity
and prospects. Even Roy Cohn has received forgiveness, if only on his
deathbed.”® But what of Joe?

In his final appearance in the play, Joe attempts to reconcile with
Harper in an effort to get back on track in his conservative, straight, mar-
ried life, telling her that he has “done things, I'm ashamed. But I have
changed. I don’t know how yet, but. . . . Please, please, don’t leave me
now.”” The audience (and the playwright) may see this as disingenu-
ous; after all, Joe has just tried to get back together with Louis and failed
when Louis refused to forgive him for his “legal fag-bashing.”'® But Joe
is not simply looking for someone to take care of him now that his first
attempt at a gay relationship has fallen apart: this, his second return to
Harper, is another effort to remake himself, to conquer the angel he is
wrestling and begin again his struggle to be a good Mormon and, as he
sees it, a good man.'! Harper, however, is already embracing her new
path to self-discovery after her final shared vision with Prior, which took
place in heaven. Her response to Joe’s plaintive request for a return to
the lie they have lived together is to slap him—hard—and hand him
two of her vision-inducing Valium with the instructions, “Get lost. Joe.
Go exploring.”'” Joe is last seen sitting alone in his Brooklyn apartment.
While the play’s other characters are all adopting Prior’s very human
prophecy of movement, migration, and change, Joe is silent and static,
unmoving and seemingly unmoved.'”

Why is it that Joe cannot be remade as almost every other charac-
ter in Angels has been? In some sense, it is because he is a Mormon. To
be specific, it is because he cannot, finally, repudiate the conservative
values—both theological and political—that Mormonism represents
in Kushner’s play. In the brave new world that Kushner brings into
being at the end of Angels in America, varieties of race, religion, and,
most importantly, sexual orientation are irrelevant in the face of the
overwhelming fact that human beings all deserve full inclusion in the
community—especially the American one. Change is embraced as both
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inevitable and valuable. But even in his moments of greatest freedom,
Joe cannot imagine such a liberal (and, in Kushner’s vision, liberated)
world. For Joe even “time is conservative, it moves slow.”1*

Unlike his pioneer ancestors, whose mass exodus beyond the
borders of the United States was an act of both self-preservation and
intentional radical separation, undertaken in part so that the Mormons
could live out their religious and social experiment beyond the reach of
the conservative culture that would have squelched their attempts at
change and difference, Joe is stuck in the heart of America’s conserva-
tive culture, unable or unwilling to move to a periphery where he can
embrace the difference that Kushner celebrates. Thus, Joe’s contempo-
rary conservative Mormonism “is part of the problem: it is an overly
institutionalized, guilt-producing, conservative religion that stands in
the way of meaningful social change.”'® Moreover, Mormonism is, on
some level for Kushner, intellectually indefensible: “It's so dumb. It's
naive and disingenuous. It's like Grandma Moses, the celestial and
the terrestrial heavens with all this Masonry incorporated into it. It's
American gothic.”% Joe’s failure, for which the playwright ultimately
condemns him, is that he clings without question to what Mormonism
has become: settled—physically and intellectually—and unable to move
with the changing times.'””

This is not to say that religion has no place in the ideal world that
Kushner is building. Religion is part of the culture in which every per-
son grows to adulthood in the United States and cannot—and should
not—be wholly abandoned or denied any more than a person’s sexual-
ity. Thus, when Joe offers to remove his sacred Mormon temple garment
if Louis asks him, Louis responds, “How can you stop wearing it if it's a
skin? Your past, your beliefs . . . .”1% In the same way, although Louis is a
decidedly secular Jew, Belize expects that anyone who identifies himself
as Jewish will be able to handle something as basic as chanting Kaddish,
and Louis proves him right (albeit with a bit of supernatural assistance
from Ethel Rosenberg’s ghost).!”

Faith is, in fact, a positive asset, as evidenced by the religious story
that dominates the epilogue, a scene that showcases the ideal community
that Kushner is promoting. The story of the Angel Bethesda and the heal-
ing fountain that she once opened at Jerusalem, which will again flow at
the coming of the millennium, is not the property of a single character:
Prior prompts the telling of the story; Louis relates its Jewish origins;
Belize speaks of the fountain’s healing powers; and finally the re-formed
Hannah explains the story’s millennial implications. In fact, Prior tells
us, it is Hannah who first shared the story with him, presumably turning
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once again to her Mormon heritage to help explain and categorize the
angelic experiences that they have shared."?

What Kushner is saying, in contemporary American style, is that
it is okay to be spiritual but not religious, with that term implying insti-
tutional affiliation. While those characters who find themselves do not
abandon religious ideas, they no longer rely on institutions to supply
and interpret those ideas for them. In this light, Joe’s sin is not his ongo-
ing faith but his uncritical acceptance of the tenets of that faith—and
its social and political implications—as laid out for him by a church.
He does not approach his belief in the supernatural with the healthy
skepticism that Kushner hopes to inspire in viewers, whereas Hannah’s
belief is acceptable precisely because it is her own, not that of an institu-
tionalized authority, and it is rooted in a reasonable perspective on life
tempered both by her experience and her humanity.'!

From Stage to Screen:
Taking the Edge Off?

Director Mike Nichols’s 2003 film adaptation of Angels in America, for
which Kushner wrote the screenplay, significantly softens his critique
of Mormonism when compared with the text of the play. The way his
treatment shifts from the play to the film is echoed in a review in The
New Yorker:

the opening credits of “Angels” offer an astonishing effect, which
beautifully sets the stage, as it were, for the movie. The camera moves
across the entire United States, high above the clouds and sometimes
right through them, and you feel that you're flying with it as it passes
over the Golden Gate Bridge, up and over the Arch in St. Louis, past
the Sears Tower in Chicago, past the Empire State Building, finally
descending into Central Park and stopping at the statue of the angel
in Bethesda Fountain, whose face, to your surprise, comes alive, lift-
ing its blank, grave eyes to stare into your own."?

In spite of the fact that Kushner’s characters do not mention either St.
Louis or Chicago in the play or the film, these cities’” brief appearances
are noted in the review. The only city and landmark in the credits that is
not mentioned is the second to appear: after leaving San Francisco, the
camera dips below the clouds to reveal the Mormon Temple in all its
grandeur at the heart of Salt Lake City. Similarly Mormonism remains a
presence in Kushner’s film script, but it is far less significant than it was
in the play.
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While the film maintains Mormonism as the religious representation
of a conservative American ideology that has no place in the ideal world
Kushner posits, many of the sharpest direct critiques—those delivered
by the Mormons themselves—are gone: the pivotal scene in the Diorama
Room at the Mormon Visitor’s Center—where Harper’s open disaffec-
tion from Mormonism first becomes obvious in the play—is substantially
rewritten, eliminating many of her sharpest comments; the early scene in
which Hannah decides to leave Salt Lake City and reveals her distance
from Mormonism in her furtive smoking and the disdain with which she
speaks of the Latter-day Saints (“It's a hard place, Salt Lake: baked dry.
Abundant energy; not much intelligence”)' is gone altogether.

The most significant change of all is Joe Pitt’s status at the end of
the story. As early as 1994, Kushner indicated that in spite of his fail-
ure to create Joe as a conservative character he could like, he did not
believe that Joe was beyond redemption: “He gets somewhere and will
ultimately be redeemable, in Angels, part three.”"* This view is more evi-
dent in the film than in the play: while Joe is still not “saved” at the end,
the audience’s last sight of him is no longer a forlorn figure alone in his
apartment immediately after his wife has left him. Instead, the morning
after his wife leaves (and after his mother, Hannah, begins her trans-
formation in earnest through her encounter with the Angel), Hannah is
walking down the street in Brooklyn when she bumps into her son. He
is on his way to work, and he looks terrible. Hannah, after ascertaining
that Harper has left him (“Good for her.”), asks if he will be home that
night and tells him she will make dinner. It is clear that she intends to
take care of her son, and since her redemption is so clear at the end of
both the film and the play, we have reason to hope that she will help Joe
along his own path to self-discovery and wholeness.

The action in this new scene unfolds over the voices of a choir,
anachronistically dressed in clothes reminiscent of those worn by the
Mormon family in the Diorama Room at the Visitor’s Center, singing in
the street. The hymn is “Shall We Gather at the River”:

Shall we gather at the river,
Where bright angel feet have trod,
With its crystal tide forever
Flowing by the throne of God?
Yes, we'll gather at the river,

The beautiful, the beautiful river;
Gather with the saints at the river
That flows by the throne of God."®
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The obvious message is one of hope: Hannah—and perhaps Joe—with
the other characters is part of a new gathering like that of the Latter-day
Saints in the nineteenth century. They are coming together in a new com-
munity founded on ideals of reform and the certainty of divine presence
in their lives. But the hymn also reflects a warning that Kushner did not
deliver at the end of the play: just like past Jewish and Mormon migrants,
who sought safety and meaning in new communities that challenged
the conservative ideals of America in their own times, Kushner’s newly
liberated American homosexual spiritual community is also at risk of
settling down, becoming complacent in its rootedness. Kushner seems
aware, ten years after he won the Pulitzer Prize for his vision of a new
American community, that even the utopia he imagines can be corrupted
if, as the Angel demands, it stops moving with the flow of history.!®

Conclusion

Terryl Givens argues in his book on nineteenth-century American anti-
Mormonism that “the imaginatively rendered instances of the ‘Mormon
Problem’ and the creative solutions to that problem that fiction made
possible have a great deal to tell us about how identity can be threat-
ened, manipulated, and constituted.”"” Angels in America bears many
of the marks of an anti-Mormon text, including Kushner’s clear skepti-
cism about a prophet modeled on Joseph Smith and his devastating por-
trayal of Mormon Joe Pitt. But despite Kushner’s clear animosity toward
orthodox Mormonism, this is not an anti-Mormon text: Mormonism is
not his primary target in the play. Rather it is a representative, alongside
the politics of the Republican Party that dominated the United States
under President Ronald Reagan, of the broader evil of institutionalized
reactionary conservatism. It is not, in the end, his Mormonism that Joe
must abandon to be part of Kushner’s ideal community—his mother,
Hannah, carries and indeed celebrates the residue of her religious beliefs
in the utopia of the epilogue—but the archconservative mores that drive
him to deny the rights of homosexuals and indeed even his own homo-
sexuality. Thus, the entity that Kushner models as dangerous and sub-
versive is not Mormon faith but the complex of conservative institutions
and politics to which it is tied in the contemporary United States.

There is a fine line between Kushner’s use of anti-Mormon images
and rhetoric and actual anti-Mormonism, but it is a line that Kushner
carefully maintains in the text. What Kushner is doing in Angels in
America is critiquing particular (conservative) aspects of Mormon belief
and culture that he does not consider essential to Mormon religiosity.
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This is evidenced by the fact that Hannah does not give up her faith to
enter the utopian community of the epilogue: the belief in Joseph Smith
and his visions (particularly the Angel Moroni) that she defends to Prior
even before she confirms the existence of angels by her encounter with
the Angel of America is clearly reflected in her becoming the source
of the story of the Angel Bethesda’s return."® Elsewhere Kushner has
spoken positively of certain aspects of Mormon theology, particularly
those that he thinks reflect Judaism: the emphasis on practice over belief
and the deemphasis of damnation, the centrality of a text, the impor-
tance of diasporic experience in forming identity, and the positive theol-
ogy of the body."” Kushner distinguishes these aspects of Mormonism
from the conservative social and political values that he condemns in
Joe and Jewish Roy Cohn, which he clearly sees as distinct from reli-
gion. Kushner believes that it is possible (and perfectly acceptable, as
evidenced by Hannah's presence in the epilogue) to be Mormon—albeit
a different kind of Mormon, clearly defined by liberal social values—
without espousing the dangerous conservative values that find voice in
Roy’s and Joe’s Republican politics. The politics associated with Joe’s
conservative Mormon outlook that Kushner finds irredeemable are not,
in his view, essential to being a Mormon believer.

For Kushner, Mormons and Mormonism represent both the posi-
tive good of American creative energy and the dangerous stagnation
of such creativity into conservative institutions that threaten to destroy
American society. He calls for skepticism from both his characters and his
audience about theological and political ideas, Mormon and otherwise,
and he shows that such skepticism is utterly at odds with the kind of
conservatism that orthodox Mormonism represents in the play. Finally,
he demands that his characters reject the rigid conservatism of the con-
temporary Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and Reagan-era
Republican politics to rebuild the nation on liberal progressive values,
the only values that Kushner believes can create a sustainable American
community that will survive the violence of history. While the Angel
Moroni may still be the American angel, his journey from the margins to
the conservative center demands that now he, like that center, must be
rejected: “An angel is just a belief, with wings and arms that can carry
you. It's naught to be afraid of. If it lets you down, reject it. Seek some-
thing new.” %
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ground in Beginnings of Mormonism, 11-29. Joseph Smith and the Beginnings
of Mormonism would have been available to Kushner when he was writing
Angels in America, though I have found no indication that he referred to it.
See Givens, Viper on the Hearth, 17-18. The separate ethnic identity of

the Mormon community achieved scholarly respectability after Thomas
O’Dea asserted it in The Mormons. I am especially indebted to Professor
Givens's work, which is currently the most sustained scholarly exploration
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(Millennium Approaches, 20-21), and later his lover Louis is incredibly dis-
tressed to find out that he has unknowingly “spent a month in bed with a
Mormon!” (Perestroika, 197).

In Viper on the Hearth, Givens asserts that this outsider status was imposed
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Givens, Viper on the Hearth, 14. See also Franchot, Roads to Rome, especially
Xvii—xxvii.

See Brodie, No Man Knows My History, 101-2, 121. David Savran gives an
overview of millennial expectations in early Mormonism and ties it to
Kushner’s idea of millennium in “Ambivalence, Utopia, and a Queer Sort
of Materialism,” 216-19. For a more in-depth exploration of early Mormon
millennialism, see Underwood, The Millenarian World of Early Mormonism.
It is no accident that the crowning angelic story of the play, related in the
epilogue in Perestroika, features the Angel Bethesda. While the story comes
from Jewish tradition, the source in Angels in America is the Mormon Han-
nah. See Perestroika, 279.
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Since the late nineteenth century, American Jews have focused increas-
ingly on Jerusalem and the Middle East—a change largely due to the
growth of the Zionist movement in the last century (see Sarna, American
Judaism: A History, 200-206). In 1830 Joseph Smith declared Missouri was
the Mormon Promised Land, but after the community was forced out of
Missouri and, later, Illinois, Brigham Young called the Saints to gather

in the Salt Lake Valley in Utah: “For the time has come for the Saints to

go up to the mountains of the Lord’s house, and help to establish it in

the tops of the mountains” (Young, quoted in Arrington, Brigham Young,
American Moses, 156). In his biography of Young, former LDS Church
historian Arrington refers to the settlement in Deseret as “the new Zion”
(151). In their book The Mormon Experience: A History of the Latter-day Saints
in America, Arrington and Davis Bitton write, “To the Mormon pioneers of
1846 the eastern United States assumed the role Europe had traditionally
occupied in the greater American consciousness, while the unsettled Great
Basin offered the promise of a new world. Rebaptism . . . underscored a
desire by the Mormons to put behind them the misunderstanding, dissen-
sion, persecution, and temptations of contemporary American society and
to build a new and better civilization in the Zion of their mountain strong-
hold,” 110.

Kushner, quoted in Savran, “Tony Kushner Considers,” 25. Kushner fre-
quently cites the work of Jewish Marxist philosopher Walter Benjamin
(for whom he named the character Prior Walter) as foundational both to
his own ideas about history and progress and, more specifically, to his
construction of history and time in Angels in America. In fact, his Angel is
modeled on Benjamin’s discussion of Paul Klee’s 1920 painting Angelus
Novus in the essay “Theses on the Philosophy of History.” See Savran,
“Ambivalence,” 210-12.

Ailsa Solomon interprets the play’s ongoing criticism of Louis, the play’s
primary Jewish character, as an assertion “that American Jews, having
achieved a level of comfort and even clout in the United States, have
abandoned their commitment to erotic and political liberation.” “Wres-
tling with Angels,” 131.

Kushner, quoted in Savran, “Tony Kushner Considers,” 103.

DPerestroika, 172-73. Joseph Smith described these “spectacles” in The His-
tory of the Church, 1:35. Fawn Brodie calls the spectacles “peep-stones” (No
Man Knows My History, 21) and connects them to Smith’s use of magical
stones, popular in contemporary folk practices, for treasure digging. See
also Bushman, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism, 69-78, 82;
and D. Michael Quinn, Early Mormonism and the Magic Worldview. For
Kushner on the peep-stones, see William Harris, “Theatre: The Secret of
Angels.”

Perestroika, 149. Kushner repeatedly refers to the prophet Jonah, who
refused his call to prophecy and was subsequently punished: “But the
Lord provided a large fish to swallow up Jonah” (Jon. 1:17; all bibli-

cal citations are from The New Oxford Annotated Bible, New Revised
Standard Version with Apocrypha). For example, the Angel responds

to Prior’s refusals by telling him, “You can’t outrun your occupation,
Jonah.” Perestroika, 179. And when Prior asks Hannah what God does to
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prophets who refuse their vision, she tells him, “He...Well, he feeds them
to whales.” Perestroika, 236.

In fact, when Prior briefly dons the peep-stones, he quickly tosses them
aside with the words, “That was terrible! I don’t want to see that!” Per-
estroika, 172. Like the Book of Mormon, the contents of the Angel of Amer-
ica’s book are not important; rather, each book is a sign that confirms the
prophetic mission of the one who receives it. See Terryl Givens, By the
Hand of Mormon, 63—-64.

Perestroika, 180. Capitalization in the original. See Ezek. 3:1-3. Similarly the
prophet Isaiah receives the gift of prophecy after an angel touches a burn-
ing coal to his lips (Isa. 6:6-9). Mormonism'’s reflection of the prophetic
tradition of the Hebrew Bible is not accidental but part of Joseph Smith’s
“restoration of Israel” in the early Mormon period. See Shipps, “Difference
and Otherness,” especially 83-84; and Shipps, Mormonism, especially 37, 53.
Prior first experiences pain in his leg during his earliest medical crisis
(Millennium Approaches, 54).

See Gen. 32:24-31. In a striking reversal of the biblical wrestling match,
Prior wrestles the Angel in an intentional recapitulation of Jacob’s story
and leaves her with a leg injury (Perestroika, 251).

See Brodie, No Man Knows My History, 8; and Bushman, Joseph Smith and
the Beginnings of Mormonism, 33.

Savran, “Tony Kushner Considers,” 102.

Kushner, quoted in Adam Mars Jones, “Tony Kushner at the Royal
National Theatre of Great Britain,” 26.

Perestroika, 181. Belize also notes a parallel between Louis’s abandonment
of Prior and the Angel’s story of God’s abandonment of heaven and his
angels: “I smell a motif. The man that got away.” Perestroika, 177.

Like Brodie, Kushner views the Book of Mormon as a novel in the tradi-
tion of American epic fiction (Jones, “Tony Kushner at the Royal National
Theatre,” 24); see also Brodie, No Man Knows My History, 48, 413.

On Brodie as the modern source of the argument for the cultural origins
of the Book of Mormon, see Givens, By the Hand of Mormon, especially 5,
161, and 202. Givens points out that many of Brodie’s claims reflect those
put forward in anti-Mormon literature of the nineteenth century. For an
overview of nonsupernatural explanations for the origins of the Book of
Mormon, see Givens, By the Hand of Mormon, 155-84.

Brodie, No Man Knows My History, 413-17; also discussed in Givens, By the
Hand of Mormon, 159.

Millennium Approaches, 39.

Ibid., 38.

In the film, this connection between the nurse and the Angel is reinforced
by Emily’s prominent tattoo of angel’s wings on her upper arm.
Millennium Approaches, 40.

Perestroika, 270.

Frank Rich, in his review of Millennium Approaches in the New York Times,
is fairly typical in describing the play as “a space large enough to accom-
modate everything from precise realism to surrealistic hallucination.”
Review, “Angels in America; Millennium Approaches.”

Millennium Approaches, 11.
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Garner, “Angels in America,” 173-84.

Kushner, “Kushner: Interview.”

Kushner, quoted in Harris, “The Secret of Angels.”

Savran, “Ambivalence, Utopia, and a Queer Sort of Materialism,” 209.
Deborah Geis makes this argument in “The Delicate Ecology of Your
Delusions: Insanity, Theatricality, and the Thresholds of Revelation in
Kushner’s Angels in America”; see especially 200.

Perestroika, 182.

Ibid., 235.

Ibid., 142 (italics and capitalization in the original).

Millennium Approaches, 21. Roy responds, with apparent delight, “Mor-
mon. Delectable. Absolutely. Only in America.”

Ibid., 38 (italics in the original).

Ibid., 82. For a discussion of the emergence of the stereotype of the
squeaky-clean, all-American Mormon, see Shipps, “From Satyr to Saint,”
72-73.

Millennium Approaches, 32.

Perestroika, 192-202.

In addition to his appreciation of contemporary Mormons’” “immense
industry, diligence, and faith,” Kushner has also stated his admiration

for early Mormonism, particularly the experimentation with collective
ownership and other economic alternatives to capitalism (Savran, “Tony
Kushner Considers,” 103; Kinzer, Richards, Galati, and Bommer, 208-9).
Kushner, quoted in Jones, “Tony Kushner at the Royal National Theatre,” 25.
Kushner’s conflation of the religious and the political is consistent
throughout the play. As Louis informs the audience in the play’s epilogue
to Perestroika, “Only in politics does the miraculous occur,” 278. Politics,
then, fulfills a role in the contemporary world that in the past was satis-
fied by religion, and Kushner seems to be telling viewers that politics
have in fact superseded religion in human society. Thus, Joe’s religious
conservatism finds expression in his politics, and Kushner condemns
both. This is a consistent theme in twentieth-century American represen-
tations of Mormonism; as Terryl Givens notes, whereas Mormons were
once regarded as dangerous because of their strange and marginal beliefs
(such as polygamy and theocratic governance), “it is now because Mor-
mons occupy what used to be the center that they fall into contempt.”
Viper on the Hearth, 164. See also Shipps, “From Satyr to Saint” and “Sur-
veying the Mormon Image”; and Mario S. DePillis, “The Emergence of
Mormon Power since 1945,” 1-32. DePillis calls Mormons “a social icon”
of American conservatism and “the last innocent Americans,” 6. The arti-
cle includes an extended discussion of Angels in America, but I disagree
with DePillis’s interpretations of the play on almost every point. In par-
ticular his failure to discuss the epilogue that closes Perestroika (he incor-
rectly asserts that the play ends with Prior Walter’s death of AIDS [6]), in
which the Mormon Hannah plays a central and positive role, undermines
his argument that Kushner has no respect for Mormonism.

Kushner, quoted in Jones, “Tony Kushner at the Royal National Theatre,”
25; and Harris, “Secret of Angels.”

Kushner, quoted in Savran, “Tony Kushner Considers,” 103.
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Millennium Approaches, 59.

Perestroika, 198.

Givens, Viper on the Hearth, 162.

See The Riders of the Purple Sage, originally published in 1912, and its
sequel The Rainbow Trail, published in 1915. Both of these books have been
adapted into multiple films, the most recent airing on Turner Network
Television (TNT) in 1996, directed by Charles Haid.

Advise and Consent, directed by Otto Preminger.

See Wives and Sisters and Behind Closed Doors. A Kirkus review of Wives
and Sisters calls the book an “expert depiction of a young woman'’s strug-
gle with the oppressive ‘family values’ of one kind of fundamentalism.”
Quoted on the book’s Amazon sales page, available online at http:/ /
www.amazon.com (accessed July 2, 2009).

Big Love, Anima Sola Productions.

Millennium Approaches, 46.

Ibid., 43.

DPerestroika, 239 (italics in the original). According to David Savran, in
Angels “it is not homosexuality that is pathological, but its denial.”
“Ambivalence, Utopia, and a Queer Sort of Materialism,” 227.
Millennium Approaches, 34.

Perestroika, 236.

Ibid., 277.

Millennium Approaches, 59.

Perestroika, 193.

Millennium Approaches, 88.

Perestroika, 236.

Richards, “Sunday View: ‘Angels’ Finds a Poignant Note of Hope.”

After Roy’s painful death from AIDS, Kushner bestows forgiveness on
him in the form of the Kaddish, the Jewish prayer for the dead, which
Louis, at Belize’s urging and with the help of Roy’s old archenemy, Ethel
Rosenberg, chants for him (Perestroika, 255-57). Roy has a life beyond
death in the play, and a scene not usually played (Kushner notes in the
introduction to Perestroika that the scene is expendable) finds him in an
unidentified, but hellish, atmosphere, offering to defend God in a lawsuit
Prior has just urged the angels to press against him. Even burning in the
afterlife, Roy is finding purpose and fulfillment (Perestroika, 274). See also
Harold Bloom, introduction to Tony Kushner, 4.

Perestroika, 272.

Ibid., 242.

See Millennium Approaches, 55-56, where Joe tells Harper of his childhood
understanding of the story of Jacob wrestling the angel and compares his
current struggle with his sexuality to Jacob’s “fierce and unfair” battle.
Perestroika, 273.

Ibid., 274-75.

Ibid., 204.

Austin, “Theology for the Approaching Millennium,” 43.

Kushner, quoted in Savran, “Tony Kushner Considers,” 102.

According to Oskar Eustis, the artistic director of the Eureka Theatre
Company in San Francisco, which originally commissioned Angels in
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1987, “The idea [at the heart of the play] had to do with the exodus his-
tory of America. . .. You set out from an oppressive old place, go into
the wilderness and reinvent yourself, start a new community free of the
plagues of the old one. And yet you can never do that, really.” Eustis,
quoted in Bruce Weber, “Angels’ Angels.” Thus, the religious story at the
core of both Judaism and Mormonism is central to Kushner’s agenda.
While it is impossible to escape the problems of the home society, the
attempt to reject oppression and build something new is clearly a good
thing: in the end, it is what Prior and his new “family” do in the midst of
the conservative culture they reject.

108. Perestroika, 203.

109. Ibid., 254-57.

110. Ibid., 279.

111. Kushner’s ideas about the proper attitude toward faith and the supernatu-
ral is discussed in the text in the section “The Delicate Ecology of Your
Delusions.”

112. Franklin, “America, Lost and Found.”

113.  Millennium Approaches, 88.

114. Kushner, quoted in Savran, “Tony Kushner Considers,” 103.

115. Verse 1 and refrain; words and music by Robert Lowry, 1864.

116. Kushner's attitude toward the shift of new religious communities from
their original dynamic (and often reactionary) origins toward the static
respectability of institutions reflects the views of the sociologist Max
Weber. See Max Weber on Charisma and Institution Building. His perspec-
tive also agrees with H. Richard Niebuhr’s argument that new religious
minorities in the United States—which have not yet institutionalized—are
essential to the vitality and relevance of religion in the nation. See The
Kingdom of God in America.

117. Givens, Viper on the Hearth, 4.

118. Perestroika, 235, 279.

119. See, for example, Savran, “Tony Kushner Considers,” 101-2; and Jones,
“Tony Kushner at the Royal National Theatre,” 25.

120. Perestroika, 237.
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Four Consenting Adults in the Privacy
of Their Own Suburb

Big Love and the Cultural Significance of Mormon Polygamy
MICHAEL AUSTIN

The article of the Mormonite doctrine which is the chief provocative to the antipa-
thy which thus breaks through the ordinary restraints of religious tolerance, is its
sanction of polygamy; which, though permitted to Mahomedans, and Hindoos,
and Chinese, seems to excite unquenchable animosity when practised by persons
who speak English, and profess to be a kind of Christians.

—John Stuart Mill, On Liberty

L.

When HBO premiered its polygamy-themed series Big Love in March of
2006, both polygamy and Mormonism had been the focus of consider-
able attention for the better part of the decade. In February of 2002, the
world came to Salt Lake City for the Winter Olympics. Four months later
a fourteen-year-old girl named Elizabeth Smart was abducted from her
home in Salt Lake City by—the world found out nine months later—a
homeless couple claiming God’s mandate to make her the husband’s plu-
ral wife. In 2003 Jon Krakauer’s Under the Banner of Heaven, the best-sell-
ing Mormon-themed book of the new millennium, started its run. And
during the same year that Big Love premiered, a Mormon senator from
Nevada became the leader of the new Democratic majority in the Senate,
and the Mormon governor of Massachusetts emerged as a top contender
for the Republican nomination for president of the United States.

In many ways, Mitt Romney was an ideal presidential candidate:
an attractive, articulate, wealthy governor of a liberal state who had a
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solid reputation for getting results. But he was a Mormon, and for more
than a year, op-ed pages across the country obsessed over the question,
“Can a Mormon be president?” More often than not, the answer was
no. In an article for the New York Times Magazine entitled “What Is It
about Mormonism,” Harvard law professor Noah Feldman attempted
to explain why the majority of Americans felt uncomfortable voting for
a Mormon for president. After a largely sympathetic portrayal of the
Mormon faith, he concluded with the lament that “the soft bigotry of
cultural discomfort may stand in the way of a candidate whose faith
exemplifies values of charity, self-discipline and community that we as
Americans claim to hold dear. Surely, though, the day will come when
we are ready to put prejudice aside and choose a president without
regard to what we think of his religion.”*

The depth of Feldman’s analysis is impressive, but his insight does
not quite rise to the level of the unnamed Massachusetts politician
quoted in a New York magazine article several months earlier: “Let’s be
honest,” he said, “Mormons are weird.”? The more serious Romney’s
candidacy became, the more pundits tried to get to the roots of Mormon
weirdness: they reject the Athanasian Creed, they wear funny under-
wear, they think that the Garden of Eden was in Missouri. But anybody
who has paid attention to American culture for any part of the past 150
years knows that all of this is incidental. What John Stuart Mill under-
stood in 1859 is still true today: it’s all about polygamy.

Though it was officially abandoned in 1890, the practice of plural
marriage has always symbolized, summed up, and circumscribed the
weirdness of the Latter-day Saints. A 2007 Pew survey taken during the
height of the Romney campaign bears this out, reporting that “polyg-
amy” or “bigamy” was the most frequent response when participants
were asked to describe Mormonism with a single word—followed, in
turn, by “family,” “cult,” and “different.”® This perception is reflected
in news reports. A Lexus-Nexus search of articles written between April
2006 and April 2008 showed that of 120 articles mentioning Romney’s
religion, 26 (22 percent) also discussed polygamy or plural marriage.
The same percentage of articles about Mormonism or Mormons gener-
ally also discussed polygamy (219 out of 995).* Nearly 120 years after
Latter-day Saints abandoned polygamy, then, more than one in every
five media references to Mormonism still brings up the practice.

Contrast this attention to polygamy with that given to another
controversial nineteenth-century religious belief: the Roman Catholic
doctrine of papal infallibility. This doctrine, proclaimed by the First
Vatican Council in 1869, was frequently ridiculed, caricatured, and
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misrepresented by the same popular press that savaged the Mormons,
and it was regularly invoked, as late as 1960, to question the patriotism
of Catholic politicians such as John F. Kennedy. However, during the
same April 2006—-April 2008 period, papal infallibility was mentioned
in only 6 of 997 articles about Catholicism (.6 percent), and it does not
occur in a single one of more than a thousand articles about Catholic
presidential candidate and eventual vice president Joe Biden. (Biden's
Catholicism, in fact, is mentioned in only nineteen articles, less than 2
percent of the total). Clearly neither the press nor the American elector-
ate continues to associate Catholics with the doctrine of papal infal-
libility (which the Roman Catholic Church still professes), but both
persist in linking the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints with
polygamy (which has not been practiced or sanctioned for more than a
century). A Gallop poll conducted in August of 2006, in fact, found that
more than a quarter of all Americans agree with the statement “most
Mormons favor polygamy.”®

Romney himself understood the underlying connection between
polygamy and the public’s suspicion of Mormonism. The same week
that Big Love debuted on HBO, Romney appeared on the Don Imus
radio show and attempted to neutralize these suspicions with humor: “I
believe,” he said with an ironic sternness, “marriage should be between
aman and a woman...and a woman. .. and a woman.” This attempt at
humor, which Slate columnist Adam Reilly aptly described as Romney’s
“clumsy Mormon shtick,”® was part of a conscious effort to diffuse the
Mormon issue by joking about polygamy. By making light of it, Romney
acknowledged the stereotype, showed that he knew it to be false, and
demonstrated that he was comfortable enough in that knowledge to
laugh at the whole thing. When pressed for a serious answer, however,
Romney generally gives the standard Mormon response—much the
same answer, in fact, that the church gave in a press release about Big
Love in 2006: “Polygamy was officially discontinued by The Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in 1890. Any Church member adopting
the practice today is excommunicated. Groups that continue the practice
in Utah and elsewhere have no association whatsoever with The Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.””

This longstanding connection between Mormonism and polygamy
owes much to American popular culture, where the fanatical polygamous
patriarch has been a staple for 150 years. At first stories about Mormons
and their many wives appeared primarily in pulp novels and magazines
whose names barely survive. But the literary potential offered by these
modern polygamists proved irresistible, and within a single generation,
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the trope popped up in works by some of the day’s most important writ-
ers, such as Mark Twain’s Roughing It (1872), Robert Louis Stevenson’s
The Dynamiter (1885), and Arthur Conan Doyle’s A Study in Scarlet (1887).
When the Mormons issued an official manifesto ending polygamy in
1890, the practice almost immediately became a favorite subject in such
works as Zane Gray’s novel The Riders of the Purple Sage (1912), Jerome
Kern’s musical The Girl from Utah (1914), and about a dozen early silent
films with titles like A Victim of the Mormons (1912), The Mormon Maid
(1917), and the irresistibly campy classic, Trapped by the Mormons (1922).%

By the middle of the 1920s, the figure of the bearded, wild-eyed
Mormon polygamist had become a fixed trope in the American cultural
landscape—an image that has remained remarkably consistent for the
past hundred years. In my own research for a 1998 article, I examined
thirty-eight true-crime and mystery novels with Mormon themes writ-
ten between 1980 and 1997. About half of them featured a contemporary
polygamy plot—more often than not one where an average Mormon or
high church official practiced polygamy in secret and either got killed
because of it or killed somebody else to cover it up.” The Mormon charac-
ters in these novels—no matter how respectable they may seem at first—
invariably degenerate into wild-eyed fanatics whose clothing, dress, and
attitudes come straight from the set of The Riders of the Purple Sage.

Such caricatures provide the raw clay from which more sophisti-
cated literary images of Mormonism are shaped. In a slightly different
form, the view of Mormons as cryptopolygamists persists even in schol-
arly literature sympathetic to Mormonism and its theology. Consider the
arguments of the noted literary scholar Harold Bloom in The American
Religion: “Who can believe that the Mormons ever would have turned
away from the practice of Celestial Marriage, if it were not for federal
pressure? . . . I cheerfully do prophesy that some day, not too far on in
the twenty-first century, the Mormons will have enough political and
financial power to sanction polygamy again. Without it, in some form
or other, the complete vision of Joseph Smith never can be fulfilled.”*

The perpetuation of the polygamous Mormon stereotype has, of
course, been helped along by the indisputable facts that (1) several thou-
sand people who call themselves Mormon fundamentalists continue to
practice polygamy in Utah and other areas of the American West, and
(2) these modern polygamists have a remarkable penchant for commit-
ting spectacular crimes in numbers far disproportionate to their demo-
graphic representation. The list of real-life polygamists behaving badly is
as long as it is fascinating: Joel LeBaron, who once stopped traffic in Salt
Lake City by doing two hundred pushups to prove that he was the “one
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mighty and strong” predicted by Mormon scripture; his brother, Ervil,
who sent his followers to kill rival polygamous leaders, including Joel;
the Lafferty brothers, who murdered their sister-in-law and her infant
daughter because (they claimed) God demanded it; Addam Swapp, who
blew up an LDS Church and killed a police officer in revenge for a raid
that killed his polygamous father-in-law; Warren Jeffs, the head of the
Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, who was
convicted of child abuse in the marriages that he authorized; and, of
course, Brian David Mitchell and Wanda Barzee, the homeless couple
who kidnapped Elizabeth Smart and forced her into a polygamous rela-
tionship for nine months.

Nobody could make up stories this good. Of course, the LDS public-
relations office always insists—and most news organizations responsi-
bly point out—that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints pro-
hibits polygamy and has no connection at all to those who practice it. But
these official denials impact perceptions much less than do the stories
themselves. Non-Mormons always see Mormon culture as more homog-
enous than Mormons see it, and no matter what adjective is applied to
modern polygamists (fundamentalist, breakaway, disaffected, former,
excommunicated, unaffiliated, etc.), the noun that follows is always the
same. When the high-profile news cases make the inevitable move to
best-selling books, movies, and TV specials, they merge with the liter-
ary stereotypes already available for depicting polygamy, ensuring that
twenty-first-century Americans experience Mormonism as a cultural
phenomenon in much the same way that their nineteenth-century coun-
terparts did as historical fact.

Ironically, this increased attention to crimes committed by polyga-
mists comes at a time when it has become difficult to defend the crimi-
nalization of polygamy. As alternative lifestyles in general have become
more accepted, people from distinctively different constituencies have
begun to question the exclusion of polygamy from legal and cultural
definitions of “nobody else’s business.” Polygamist wives themselves
have come forward to argue that their way of life empowers women
and preserves families." Nonreligious scholars have advocated a serious
national rethinking of polygamy’s advantages, especially for child care
and female-support networks.”? And, perhaps most importantly for the
current study, libertarian and civil-rights groups—keenly aware of the
legal relationship between polygamy and other kinds of nontraditional
lifestyles—have taken the position that what any configuration of con-
senting adults do in the privacy of their own compound should be of no
interest whatsoever to the state.”®
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II.

Big Love marks a radical departure from pop-culture portrayals of
Mormon polygamy. From early pulp novels and The Riders of the Purple
Sage up through contemporary mystery fiction and Under the Banner
of Heaven, polygamy has generally been portrayed as a nonconsensual
relationship between controlling men and abused women. Big Love does
include such polygamists, but the family at its center fits solidly within
the progressive American mainstream in everything but the number of
monograms on the towels. Bill Henrickson is a successful businessman
who owns a chain of home-supply stores in the Salt Lake Valley. Bill was
born on a polygamist compound called Juniper Creek and—as is often
the case with surplus males—was forced out and into the streets at the
age of fourteen. He married his first wife, Barb, in an LDS temple and
was a pillar of the Mormon community for years. But he was unable to
escape the clutches of his upbringing, and he drifted back into polygamy,
eventually taking a second wife, Nicki—the daughter of Juniper Creek’s
current leader—and a third wife, Margene, who worked for him, fell in
love with his whole family, and chose to join it, even though she had very
little knowledge of either fundamentalist or mainstream Mormonism.

The Henricksons live in three adjacent houses in Sandy, Utah, a
middle-class suburb of Salt Lake City. With the occasional exception of
Nicki, they dress like a modern suburban family. They send their chil-
dren to public schools, go to movies, watch TV, listen to music, and par-
ticipate in the life of the community, all while trying to hide the true
nature of their family from the world. The polygamous family dynamic
allows ingenious plot twists and conflicts that can be seen nowhere else,
such as a man who has to sneak around to have an affair with his own
wife, a woman who is trying to steal the affections of her sister wife’s
mother and is disowned by her own mother, and a woman who secretly
tries to convince her best friend to marry her husband so that she can
have another vote in the family. I can think of no other program in the
history of television where the sentence, “Our husband’s dating life is
none of our business,” could be uttered without any trace of irony and
make perfect sense.!

But what, if anything, does Big Love mean in a larger cultural con-
text? What does it contribute to, or detract from, the debates and con-
versations of which it is a necessary part? The first duty of any televi-
sion program, of course, is to be entertaining, and the way we choose
to be entertained tells us a great deal about who we are and what we
value. But trying to analyze an entire television series in the middle of
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its run is a risky proposition at best. At the time of this article, HBO has
aired thirty-four one-hour episodes of Big Love over three seasons and
renewed the show for a fourth season that will begin filming in the fall
of 2009. These thirty-four hours of programming contain several major
story arcs, a number of ongoing subplots, and the individual story lines
that define each episode. To make the task of analysis manageable, the
remainder of this section focuses on three individual scenes that, taken
together, provide an entry point into the way that Big Love incorpo-
rates polygamy into the larger cultural conversations about polygamy,
Mormonism, marriage, sexuality, and identity.

Scene 1: From Episode 3, “Home Invasion,” First Aired on 3/26/06

Roman Grant (Harry Dean Stanton), the “prophet” of the polyga-
mous compound where Bill grew up, takes a reporter on a tour and
gives him a lecture on the history of Mormon polygamy. His son,
Alby, reminds him, “The gays, papa . .. don’t forget the homosexu-
als.” Roman, initially flustered, regains his bearings and says, “If
the Supreme Court says “yes’ to the privacy rights of homosexual
persons, surely it’s time to recognize our rights to live in peace,
too.” The well-rehearsed talking point, however, comes back to
haunt the prophet. Near the end of the episode, one of his wives
excitedly opens a newspaper and reads the lead paragraph aloud:
“Roman Grant, prophet and patriarch of Juniper Creek, home

to the second largest polygamous sect in Utah, says, “We're just
like . . . homosexuals.””

Early in its run, several years before the LDS Church generated
national headlines for helping to pass California’s Proposition 8 out-
lawing same-sex marriage, Big Love made the connection between gay
marriage and Mormon polygamy explicit. It was a major subtext of the
show long before it aired, largely because its creators—Mark Olsen and
Will Scheffer—are longtime domestic partners and Scheffer’s earlier
play, Falling Man and Other Monologues, deals largely with gay themes
and was written in direct response to antigay marriage legislation in
California.” In an interview about Big Love with the gay-themed maga-
zine The Advocate, Olsen insisted that “we have no agenda on this show.”
Then he went on to explain exactly what (despite having no agenda) the
creators were trying to accomplish: “There were three things we wanted
to dramatize—self in marriage, self in family, and self in society: What is
it like to be marginalized and deemed off the table of legitimate discus-
sion for who and what you are? Some of the struggles of the characters
are very analogous to the gay community of 15 or 20 years ago. These
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characters are dealing with a lot of self-loathing. And it’s ingrained by
a society that says you are freaks.”’® In the light of these remarks, com-
mentators from both sides of the political debate must be forgiven for
suspecting that Big Love may have an agenda after all.””

This is not to say that Big Love is merely, or even primarily, political
allegory. It is primarily, and merely, a television program. But the con-
nections between polygamy and gay marriage run so deep in both legal
precedent and popular culture that any treatment of one necessarily has
something to say about the other. This is true for both cohabitation and
legally recognized marriages. The unlawful-cohabitation laws, created
by the Edmunds-Tucker Act to prosecute polygamists not legally mar-
ried, criminalize all homosexual relationships and many heterosexual
ones as well. Many legal experts believe that the Supreme Court’s 2003
Lawrence v. Texas decision, which struck down antisodomy laws used to
prosecute homosexual behavior, will eventually lead to the decriminal-
ization of polygamy.”® In practice unlawful-cohabitation laws have not
been used since 1960 to prosecute polygamy cases in Utah or Arizona."
The attitude of officials—which a fictional Utah prosecutor makes clear
to Bill Henrickson in the first episode of Big Love’s second season—is
tolerance based on a desire to keep the worms in the can: “Keep your
hands off of underage girls, don’t commit welfare fraud,” the prosecutor
tells Bill, “and we have no beef with you.”*

Polygamy has entered into the gay-marriage debate in another way,
though, as the end point of a slippery slope that, many conservatives
feel, must end in its legalization. Justice Antonin Scalia makes an early
form of this argument the cornerstone of his dissent in Romer v. Evans,
which overturned a Colorado statute forbidding jurisdictions within the
state from passing legislation protecting homosexuals from discrimina-
tion. “Polygamists, and those who have a polygamous ‘orientation,””
he writes, “have been ‘singled out’ by these provisions for much more

severe treatment than merely denial of favored status. . . . The Court’s
Disposition today suggests that these provisions are unconstitutional;
and that polygamy must be permitted in these States . . . unless, of

course, polygamists for some reason have fewer constitutional rights
than homosexuals.”*

As laws against se