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powerful production of 'Angels
in America'
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A scene from 'Angels in America, Part One: Millennium Approaches,' through June 24 at Salem Theatre Company.
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A scene from 'Angels in America, Part One: Millennium Approaches,' through June 24 at Salem Theatre Company.
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If you go...

WHAT: “Angels in America, Part One: Millennium
Approaches”

WHERE: Salem Theatre, 35 Congress St., 3rd Floor, Salem

WHEN: through June 24

TICKETS: $5-$25. Visit www.salemtheatre.com or call 781-308-4737

The millennium came, but the apocalypse didn’t. To many it sure seemed like it would, when Tony
Kushner’s “Angels in America” took the theater world by storm 24 years ago.

Kushner’s dramatic masterpiece about AIDS and honesty in 1980s New York resonated on many
levels. It spoke truth to power — at that time, Republican, fundamentalist, “they had it coming to
them” power. Eventually, it brought its message into living rooms and onto small stages
everywhere, through repeated revivals, opera retellings, film and television adaptations.

“Angels” has gotten dated, and doesn’t speak quite as forcefully as it did. But in the hands of a
talented troupe like the Salem Theatre Company under director Catherine Bertrand, it still makes
for powerful theater.

“Angels in America, Part One: Millennium Approaches” runs through June 24. It tells the
hallucinogenic, stormy tale of two couples — a pair of gay New Yorkers ripped apart by one man’s
AIDS diagnosis, and a set of Mormons ripped apart by drugs and closeted emotions — pivoting
round the compelling, repulsive presence of the notorious right-wing lawyer and belligerent
instigator Roy Cohn.

The epic — the troupe is presenting only part one — made the year 2000 seem like the
approaching end of times when it was first produced in 1992. The paralyzing fear that AIDS
brought to American civilization — not just the LGBT community — did cause lasting changes. Safe
sex is no longer just a weird phrase for people who don’t want to go “all the way.” It’s a way of life.

But it did not bring an apocalypse. Those harbingers of the end, along with some now comical
predictions of the political era that would do away with the rights of blacks, women, gays — well,
that didn’t come to pass. Bad things are still happening — and poignant remarks by Bertrand
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remembering the LGBT victims in Orlando before the curtain came up reminded everyone of that.
But the world did not end.

A superb cast makes those details seem insignificant, and this cast was superb. Alex Deroo (as the
dying Prior Walter) handled the most anguished of the roles with intensity. His partner, the
beautifully clueless Louis, was played by Isaiah Plovnick with great insight. His speed-rap
monologue that opened Act III drained the energy out of the room.

Cameron Scott brought the closeted Mormon Joe Pitt into real focus. Brit Christopher, as his
Valium-addicted Mormon wife, who seems to know everything except what reality is, was bright,
airy and believable even in her deepest fantasies.

And to prove there wasn’t a single caricature in the lot, even Dave Rich’s Roy Cohn, easily the most
detestable, loathsome human being imaginable, had his moments. When he explains that a man of
his station — ruthless, unforgiving political animal — might have sex with men but was not a
homosexual, and might have AIDS but it’s really liver cancer — in Kushner’s unforgettable words,
you believe it could be possible.

Multiple minor roles, with lots of overlap, were nicely handled by Adrian Peguero, Jimmy Flaherty,
Hannah Wagner, Ted Silva, Maxie Mettler, Catherine Benjamin and Chelsea Borden.

The set was overly complicated — too much choreography needed from the very capable props
crew. But Bertrand’s direction gave the players all the tools they needed to make the script come
alive.

Salem Theatre’s “Angels in America, Part One” runs through June 24 in the troupe’s home at 35
Congress St., 3rd floor, Salem. For tickets and information visit www.salemtheatre.com or call 781-
308-4737.

Keith Powers covers music and the arts for Gatehouse Media and WBUR’s ARTery. Follow
@PowersKeith; email to keithmichaelpowers@gmail.com
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