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Chapter Three 

Benjaminian Redemption in Angels 

 

In Angels, redemption means the characters’ liberation from their pessimistic 

prospect and their rediscovery of hope for the future. In the play, the characters obtain 

their self-awareness and revolutionary progresses in their inner journeys. The 

revolutionary progresses bring the characters an uplifted vision. This vision enables 

them to examine the present situation with a different viewpoint, which reveals to 

them the hope in their future prospects. This is Benjamin’s philosophical 

interpretation of the theological idea of redemption.  

Originally, redemption is necessarily the work of the power of the Messiah. 

However, according to Benjamin, there is a “weak messianic power” that every 

generation of human being is endowed with (“Thesis” 254). With this power, people 

can perceive the hidden hope in their seemingly hopeless present situation. The 

regaining of hope begins the redemption of the human race. The revealing capacity of 

the “messianic power” is a crucial point in Benjamin’s theory of redemption.  

Like Benjamin, Kushner believes that one can redeem one’s self and see the 

redeemed humanity without the help of the Messiah. Adapting Benjamin’s theory, 

Kushner thinks that redemption in Angels means awakening the “weak messianic 

power” within the characters in order to envision the revelation of a messianic world.1 

Kushner’s belief in self-redemption assures his optimistic attitude toward future in an 

age of anxiety and destruction as pictured in Angels.  

                                                 
1 A “messianic world” is the ideal condition of the human history in Benjamin’s theory of 

redemption. In Angels, the messianic world is illustrated in the characters’ vision of the redeemed 
world, which they acquire from their inner revolutions. In Chapter 4, the term “messianic world” is 
interchangeably used with the term “messianic prospect” which is the main topic of discussion. 
However, my concern in this chapter is the weak messianic power possessed by the human individuals 
as their ability to perceive the messianic visions, which are reflections of the messianic world. 
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I. Redemption: the Effect of the Messianic Power 

In Christianity and Judaism, redemption means the salvation of human beings 

by the power of the Messiah. Supplementing this concept, Benjamin proposes a 

philosophical interpretation of redemption that concerns the salvation and completion 

of the human history. He considers that every generation of human beings is endowed 

with a “weak messianic power” that can revive the past historical images and thus 

redeem all human history (“Thesis” 254). This theory of redemption provides the 

human race with the recognition of their messianic power and a chance of 

self-redemption.  

Definition and religious meanings of redemption 

Redemption is originally a religious idea. In the Oxford English Dictionary, the 

most widespread definition of “redemption” is “deliverance from sin and its 

consequences by the atonement of Jesus Christ.” This definition, obviously, states that 

the general recognition of redemption is derived from the idea of redemption in 

Christian theology.  

     Primarily, in Old Testament, the word “redemption” means buying back the 

land that was sold. For example, in Leviticus, when God instructs Moses about the 

dealing of estates, He says: “The land shall not be sold for ever: for the land is mine 

[…] in all the land of your possession ye shall grant a redemption for the land” (25: 

23-24). Gradually the meaning of redemption is expanded into regaining the freedom 

or happiness that was lost. For example, in Psalm 49, there are descriptions about rich 

people who cannot “by any means redeem his brother, nor give to God a ransom for 

him. (For the redemption of their soul is precious [priceless])” (49:7-8). Also, this 

word is used in praising hymns to God, for He “sent redemption unto his people” as 

well as land and food (Psalm 111: 9). In the latter meaning, it is always God, or the 
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Messiah as His agent, who executes the work of redemption. It is because only God 

and the Messiah have the power of restoring hope and happiness for the human 

beings.  

     The meaning of redemption, the action of regaining freedom or happiness, is 

passed down to New Testament. In New Testament, the word “redemption” refers 

exclusively to salvation, “deliverance from sin and its consequences” by the power of 

Jesus Christ, who is considered as the Messiah.2 For example, in the Gospel of Luke, 

there are passages about baby Jesus who was brought to Jerusalem and presented to 

the Lord. Anna, the prophetess who came in the temple at that time, “gave thanks […] 

unto the Lord, and spake of him to all them that looked for redemption in Jerusalem” 

(Luke 2: 38). The prophetess thanks God for giving people on earth the redemption 

that comes with the birth of Jesus Christ as the Messiah. Also, in another passage of 

the Gospel of Luke, Jesus describes to his disciples about the “days of vengeance,” 

when the end of the world comes and people shall see “the Son of man coming in a 

cloud with power and great glory” (21:22 and 27). Jesus told his disciples: “[when 

these disasters happen, you should] look up, and lift up your heads; for your 

redemption draweth nigh” (21:28). In both of these passages, Jesus Christ is obviously 

referred as the Messiah. The meaning of redemption by the power of him, therefore, 

means his action (healing sick people, instructing his followers, for example), and his 

testimony of the record of the Messiah in the Bible (being sold, crucified, and 

resurrecting after his death).3 As a result, the descending of Jesus Christ is recognized 

as redemption for Christians.  

      The ordinary concept of redemption is indissolubly bounded to Christian 

                                                 
2 Jesus Christ is called Messiah in John 1: 41 and 4: 25. In John 1: 41, it explains that the term 

“Christ” is the Greek (the language in which the New Testament was written) translation of the Hebrew 
word “messiah.”  

3 For the testimony of Jesus Christ as the Messiah in the Bible, see Luke 24:44-47. 
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theology; this redemption requires the power of the Messiah, without which the 

redemption of human race will remain a theory. However, instead of waiting for the 

Messiah’s redemption to the world, Benjamin proposes a theory of self-redemption. 

His theory enables the concept of redemption to realize itself through the collective 

power of every human individual.  

Benjamin’s redemption: recognizing the reality of the human history in the 

“presence of the now”  

In Benjamin’s words, “the true conception of historical time is wholly based on 

the image of redemption” (“N” 71). Benjamin borrowed the word “redemption” in his 

philosophy of history to describe the process of completing the human history, which 

brings deliverance and renewal to the human race. Unlike the biblical and ordinary 

concept of redemption, Benjamin’s redemption means evoking the past historical 

images that have been forgotten in order to reveal the complete humanity and the 

messianic world. His theory of redemption is a philosophical explanation of the 

conception concerning the revelation of the original paradisiacal world and the human 

history.  

Benjamin states: “The authentic concept of universal history is a messianic 

one” (“N” 80). Thus, according to Benjamin, the correct way to interpret history is to 

view it through a messianic viewpoint. Accordingly, the “messianic” concept of 

history is the true substance of history. By using the word “messianic,” Benjamin 

refers to a theological interpretation of history, which is based on his historical 

materialist thinking. The historical materialist regards history as comprised of images 

that are related to each other by their dialectical relationship. Only in the historical 

materialist history can one find the possibility for redemption.4  

                                                 
4 For the definition of historical materialism and Benjamin’s application of historical 

materialism on his theological interpretation of history, see note 5, p. 27 in Chapter 2.  
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In Benjamin’s viewpoint, the past historical images coexist with the present 

ones in the “presence of the now [Jetztzeit]” (“Thesis” 261). The “presence of the 

now,” as Benjamin puts it, is a past moment reincarnated in the form of the present 

time, or a “leap into the past” of the present time (261).5 Plainly, the “presence of the 

now” is the moment in which a person recognizes the image of the past in the present 

situation. Benjamin further explains this concept with the example of Marcel Proust’s 

description of his experience in his novel In Search of Lost Time (Á la recherché du 

temps perdu). In his essay “The Image of Proust,” Benjamin distinguishes the memory, 

the past experience and the image that can be retrieved by deliberate remembrance, 

and the “involuntary memory” (mémoire involontaire), the past image that cannot be 

retrieved but only appears when a perception (a smell, a vision, a sound, etc.) of the 

present accidentally evokes it.6 In Benjamin’s description of the involuntary memory, 

he depicts: “When the past is reflected in the dewy fresh ‘instant,’ a painful shock of 

rejuvenation pulls it together once more... [T]his very concentration in which things 

that normally just fade and slumber consume themselves in a flash is called 

rejuvenation” (“The Image of Proust” 211). This “rejuvenation” of past images, 

according to Benjamin, is the effect of the “presence of the now.” The involuntary 

memory brings the past images that one thinks he had forgotten to the present moment. 

The past image is thus resurrected and represented in the present moment. In this 

moment, the past and present collide and fuse into the dialectical image that is 

“dialectical at a standstill” (“N” 49). Thus, the present moment becomes the “presence 

                                                 
5 The “past moment reincarnates in the form of the present time” is the mentioned in Chapter 2, 

p. 30, as the “pattern of repetition” where “Benjamin perceives as the location of a real progress of 
humanity.” Here, the “presence of the now” is where the dialectical images of history collide and form 
the redemptive vision. The inducing of the redemptive vision resembles the Benjaminian revolutionary 
progress as described in the previous chapter.  

6 The most well-known example of this evoked involuntary memory appears in Proust’s “In 
Search of Lost Time”: “Imagine, dear reader, yesterday I was dunking a cookie in my tea when it 
occurred to me that as a child I spent some time in the country” (qtd. in “The Image” 204). After 
experiencing this evocation of involuntary memory, Proust “uses eighty pages” to describe the feeling 
and experience the memory has brought him (204).  
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of the now,” in which the past and present images are preserved. Rescuing these past 

images and preserving them in the “presence of the now” is the meaning of redeeming 

the human history.  

The presence of the now is the basic unit of the historical time of redemption. In 

the presence of the now, the historical images “comprises the entire history of 

mankind in an enormous abridgment” (“Thesis” 263). For Benjamin, this “enormous 

abridgment” distinguishes the presence of the now as a “Messianic time” (263) which 

remarks the redemption of the human history. In his critique of Benjamin’s historical 

perspective and modernity, Peter Osborne comments: “In the time of this ‘now,’ […] 

[t]he past will be gathered up within the present, in the perspective of redemption, as 

an explosive historical “experience” (Erfahrung)” (143). Osborne further explicates 

the quality of the redemptive capability of the dialectical images preserved in this 

presence of the now. He claims: “Each image, […] reflects the structure of the 

yet-to-be-completed whole; each image thus carries within it the perspective of 

redemption” (Osborne 145). Therefore, Osborne regards Benjamin’s presence of the 

now as the vehicle of the redemption of the human history. The importance of the 

presence of the now to Benjamin’s redemption lies in its reflection of the original 

paradisiacal condition of history. 

For Benjamin, the task of history “is to give absolute form in a genuine way to 

the immanent condition of fulfillment, to make it visible and predominant in the 

present” (Benjamin’s Lecture to the Free Student League of Berlin, qtd. in Wolin 49). 

The “immanent condition of fulfillment,” however, lies in the individual’s discovery 

of the dialectical images of past and present in the presence of the now. In discovering 

the presence of the now, an individual is reminded of his ability of perceiving the 

whole range of human history as the Messiah does. It is also in this awakening of 

one’s messianic power that the redemption of the human history begins.  
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The weak messianic power of every human being  

Benjamin’s idea of redemption in his philosophy of history is based on his 

concerns of the “messianic power” that renders the human beings able to redeem 

themselves. In Benjamin’s theory, there is a “weak messianic power” that every 

generation of human beings is endowed with (“Thesis” 254). The weak messianic 

power enables a whole generation of humans to rediscover their historical past and 

find in the past the clues to a redeemed world.  

The weak messianic power is the capability of perceiving a messianic world in 

the historical images that exist in the present world. In “Thesis,” Benjamin declares: 

“The past carries with it a temporal index by which it is referred to redemption. […] 

Like every generation that preceded us, we have been endowed with a weak 

Messianic power, a power to which the past has a claim” (254). Benjamin’s 

redemption means to discover the past historical images that have actually never left 

us. The “weak messianic power” is the power to reveal the past historical images in 

the present moments. The weak messianic power is “weak” because the individuals in 

a single generation cannot perceive and redeem the whole history like the Messiah 

can. Their individual perspective is limited. Moreover, the power is called 

“messianic” because it saves the historical images from suppression just as the 

Messiah saves the human beings from the confinement of their circumstances. As 

Andrew Benjamin comments, “the Messianic is descriptive of the power that enables 

the [past historical] ‘event’ to have an afterlife; its capacity to live on is explicable in 

terms of Messianic power” (232-3). The messianic power, accordingly, renews the 

past historical images in the present time. This renewal is what Benjamin calls 

redemption.  

By proposing the messianic power, Benjamin indicates that we, people in the 

present generation, are able to redeem the past history and, by doing so, transform the 
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present world into a messianic one. There are always occasions in which people 

encounter their past in their present situation. In any accidental encounter, one is 

likely to be shocked by the dialectical image. The person is shocked because he is 

reminded of his “weak messianic power,” the power of perceiving the co-existence of 

present and past within the transient “presence of the now.” As Elizabeth Lofgren 

Nutting puts it, “[i]n the image, past and present collide, and the result is one of 

ultimate shock for the person encountering the dialectical image. We are shocked into 

a critical awareness of history and our “weak Messianic power” ([“Thesis”] 254) to 

redeem what has been left for dead” (para. 12). In seeing these images, people’s 

perspective toward the present is radically changed. As a result, their attitudes toward 

their lives are changed. This change leads them to the regained hope for the future in 

time of agony.  

The messianic power enables the humans to redeem both the past history and 

the present world. Renewing the religious idea of redemption with his interpretation, 

Benjamin provides the human race with a revolutionary concept of redemption. He 

uses the idea of messianic power to reveal the possibility of self-redemption for 

human beings. According to Benjamin, the messianic power provides the vision of 

hope in the present moment. Perceiving the vision, the individuals become aware of 

the possibility of improvement in their lives. Thus, they are given a brand-new vision 

of the world. By means of the messianic power, the human beings are presented with 

the chance to redeem themselves in their prospects of redemption.  

 

II. Redemption in Angels: Revelation in Messianic Visions   

In Chapter Two, I have pointed out that in Angels the inner revolutions of the 

characters have motivated their progresses into the future. The characters’ inner 

revolutions give them their self-awareness that enables them to attain real 



                                                                              Li 62 

  

Benjaminian progresses. In fact, what are awakened in the self-awareness within the 

characters are their weak messianic powers. In their respective progresses, the 

characters in Angels awaken their messianic power that reveals to them visions of 

hope in their present situations. Their redemption, therefore, means their acquisition 

of the messianic visions brought by their awakened messianic power.7  

The “weak messianic power” awakened in the “inner revolution” 

In their inner revolutions the characters in Angels discover their “weak 

messianic power” that enables them to revisit their past and to anticipate a better 

world. In Benjamin’s theory, the weak messianic power is the ability which enables 

the characters to redeem themselves. Accordingly, What Kushner proposes in Angels 

is the redemption without a Messiah. The characters in Angels are saved by the power 

of themselves.  

Although Benjamin’s “weak messianic power” is for a generation of human 

beings, it is the individual that is the subject of this power. As the critic Martin Harries 

declares, “Benjamin’s notion that every generation possesses a ‘weak messianic 

power’ haunts Millennium Approaches (T [“Thesis”] 254). […] [E]ach major 

character in Millennium Approaches has a sort of partial and profane illumination. 

Those Benjaminian ‘chips’ [fragments] of messianic power are evenly distributed: for 

each character a different millennium” (“Flying the Angel of History,” 190). 

Accordingly, in the play the characters see visions when they are aware of their own 

messianic power. Their ability to see the revelations, moreover, gives them the ability 

to redeem themselves.8 

                                                 
7 The “messianic vision” is my appellation of the revelational visions induced by the messianic 

power within an individual. Due to the diversity of their experiences, the characters may perceive 
different visions in their inner journeys. Thus, when the possible multiplicity of the messianic visions is 
suggested, the plural form of the word (“visions”) will be used.  

8 The “‘chips’ of messianic power” is Harries’ appellation for the weak and fragmental messianic 
power of the characters in Angels. In “Thesis,” Benjamin uses the term “chips of Messianic time” to 
denote the pieces of messianic visions that appears in the presence of the now, which is called “time of 
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In this inner revolution the characters in Angels get a glimpse of a messianic 

world. With the effect of the dialectical images, an individual is inspired by his 

rediscovery of the past history. In the process of rediscovering his past history, one’s 

weak messianic power is awakened. For example, Harper’s messianic power is 

awakened when she sees and talks with the Mormon Mother, the embodiment of 

Harper’s historical images, who reveals to her the way people change (scene v, Act III, 

Perestroika).9 Through linking one’s past to his present, the “weak messianic power” 

enables the characters to have different perspectives that change their way of thinking 

and their future. In other words, in perceiving the messianic vision, the characters in 

Angels see the possibilities to change in their present situations. This vision, as a 

redemptive vision, restores to them their hope for the world.  

The messianic visions of the characters in Angels  

     The messianic vision induced by the weak messianic power is very crucial to 

the Benjaminian redemption in Angels. In the play, the inner revolutions of the 

characters direct them toward their messianic visions respectively. After experiencing 

the agony from Louis’s desertion, Prior finds his own messianic power; after 

perceiving the historical images of his ancestors who informs him the Angel’s coming, 

he is able to envision his redemption. Harper discovers her messianic power in her 

conversation with her messianic vision, the Mormon Mother. Belize gets his 

messianic power in reconciling with his foe, whereas Hannah acquires hers in 

encouraging Prior to reassure and defend his belief. Even the minor characters have 

their own way to obtain their weak messianic power. As to Joe and Roy, however, 

their denial of the historical images causes the breakdown of their inner journeys, and 

consequently deprives them of their messianic power. While their inner journeys lead 

                                                                                                                                            
the now” in the original text (263). Here, Harries applies the term to stress the fragmentariness and 
diversity of the messianic power of the characters.  

9 See p. 68-69.  
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them to different self-awareness and thus awaken their messianic power, the 

characters are simultaneously given varied messianic visions. These visions, to be 

analyzed in eight parts according to their situations respectively, provide the 

characters in Angels with a glimpse of the messianic world that is achievable in their 

present conditions.  

1. Prior 

Obviously, Prior has the strongest messianic power among the characters in 

Angels. When he is called the “Prophet” by the Angel, Prior is destined to see images 

with the power that is literally messianic. In the first place, the American Angel gives 

Prior the messianic power which empowers him to be the prophet. In her metaphorical 

language, she calls him the “American Eye that pierceth Dark” (Perestroika 44). Her 

declaration points out Prior’s prophetic character as the revealer.10 However, Prior 

seems to prefer finding his own messianic power than being endowed with it. His 

messianic power is awakened mainly through his inner journey in contemplating his 

historical past that dialectically relates to his present situation.  

Before the American Angel’s visit, Prior has started to acquire some messianic 

power through the dialectical historical images. After recognizing his infection with 

AIDS, in the beginning of Millennium, Prior finds one historical image which reveals 

to him cruel scenes suggesting his death in despair. When he knows he has got AIDS 

and feels despair about his life, he recollects the story of one of his ancestors and tells 

it to his lover Louis:   

PRIOR. One of my ancestors was a ship’s captain who made money 

bringing whale oil to Europe and returning with immigrants […]. The 

                                                 
10 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, a prophet is defined as “the inspired revealer” 

and “the spokesman or interpreter” of a divine will. By definition, the prophet is the messenger through 
whom the divine messages are expressed. Therefore, when Prior is appointed the prophet by the Angel, 
he is also given the messianic power at the same time.  
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last ship he captained foundered off the coast of Nova Scotia in a 

winter tempest and sank to the bottom. He went down with the ship 

[…] but his crew took seventy women and kids in the ship’s only 

longboat […], and when the weather got too rough, and they thought 

the boat was over crowded, the crew started lifting people up and 

hurling them into the sea. Until they got the ballast right.  

LOUIS. Jesus.  

PRIOR. I think about that story a lot now. People in a boat, waiting, 

terrified, while implacable, unsmiling men, irresistibly strong, seize… 

maybe the person next to you, maybe you, and with no warning at all, 

with time only for a quick intake of air you are pitched into freezing, 

turbulent water and salt and darkness to drown. (Millennium 41-2) 

The image of despairing and horror-stricken immigrants in that story reminds Prior of 

his own feeling of despair and fear facing his destined death of AIDS. Alluding to the 

story of his ancestor, he accustoms himself to the image of death, from which he tries 

to convince himself that he is not the only one who will die. When Prior attempts to 

recall the past historical images about death, what comes to him is the cruel and cold 

image of death in the story of his ancestor. This is an obvious example of the 

messianic vision. Although it gives Prior little help to his present situation now, the 

historical image of Prior’s captain ancestor prepares him for the life-and-death 

dilemma which he will soon face, and stimulate him to make a desperate but 

rejuvenating decision.  

Furthermore, before the Angel’s revelation to him, Prior is visited by two of his 

ancestors, who herald the Angel’s coming. Their appearance is a part of the revelation 

induced by Prior’s messianic power. In this scene, Prior learns that he still loves Louis 

when his ancestors ask him to imagine dancing with someone he loves and the image 
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of Louis appears (Millennium 114).11 Not until this scene does Prior admit that he 

still loves Louis, the one who abandons him when Prior needs him most. Although 

what Prior sees is merely his own imagination, the image is still produced by his 

messianic power that reveals to him a glimpse of the ideal status of his inner wish. 

Prior’s dancing with Louis, as a reminder of the messianic world, encourages Prior 

and prepares him for the coming changes to him.12  

Prior prefers to earn his messianic power through the dialectical historical 

images. In Perestroika, scene ii, Act II, the Angel gives him the “Sacred Prophetic 

Implements” (45) including a pair of “peep-stones” that enables Prior to see the 

prophetic images (46). However, when Prior sees these images, he feels these images 

unpleasant, so he tears them off (46). In the following scenes, Prior is not seen 

wearing the peep-stones on stage. Obviously the images he sees through the 

peep-stones shock him so hard that he does not want to see them again. Therefore, 

after the Angel’s first visit, Prior determines to awaken his own messianic power. To 

awaken it, he appeals to his historical images. The historical image of death in Prior’s 

ancestors’ stories encourages him to view his pessimistic future with fortitude and 

dignity, which makes him see hope in his messianic vision. Rejecting the messianic 

power consigned by the Angel, he gradually finds significance in the stories of his 

ancestors—his past historical images, which actually helps him to re-evaluate his life, 

                                                 
11 In scene vi, Act III of Millennium, two of Prior’s ancestors appear and announce to him the 

coming of the American Angel. They encourage Prior to dance to celebrate the Angel’s visitation when 
Prior want to be left alone (Millennium 113). Then, one of Prior’s ancestors says: “Ah, he [Prior] wants 
someone familiar. A partner who knows his steps” (113). He tells Prior to close his eyes and imagine 
for someone he would like to dance with, and Louis’s image appears. Apparently, the image of Louis is 
actually Prior’s own messianic vision, which reminds Prior of his inner wish that Louis would be with 
him through his struggle with AIDS. 

12 Noteworthily, Louis’s image regularly appears in Prior’s messianic visions. In addition to the 
visions given by the Angel, Prior’s messianic visions are usually related to the image of Louis. For 
example, in scene ii, Act III of Perestroika, Prior sees Louis’s image appears on the stage of the 
diorama room of the Mormon Visitor’s Center. Apparently, this vision of Louis hints that his 
redemption depends on the proper arrangement of his relationship with Louis. This suggestion is later 
supported by Prior’s reassurance of his love to Louis (Perestroika 143). 
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and propels him to wrestle against death, to defy his destiny, and to live on. 

Being dissatisfied by the messianic power that is provided by the Angel, Prior 

begins to find his own messianic power and vision in his journey. He acquires his 

messianic power from the past images that remind him of the choice he could have 

when facing his seemingly hopeless future. He struggles to find a glimpse of hope 

whenever the shadow of death haunts him. In his experience of awakening the weak 

messianic power, we find a perfect example of Benjaminian redemption.  

2. Harper 

Harper gathers the historical images of the past and revises them with her idea 

of the world in her hallucination. Her messianic visions prominently exemplify 

Kushner’s adaptation of Benjamin’s philosophy of history in Angels. Nevertheless, it 

is necessary to distinguish Harper’s drug induced visions from her messianic visions. 

Firstly, in Kushner’s description of Harper the character, he describes Harper as “an 

agoraphobic with a mild Valium addiction and a much stronger imagination” 

(Perestroika 3). Consequently, Harper’s hallucination should be induced much more 

from her imagination than from her drug addiction. Secondly, considering the quality 

of her imagination, Harper remarks that imagination “can’t create anything new. It 

only recycles bits and pieces from the world and resembles them into visions” 

(Millennium 32). Thus, the images in Harper’s hallucination are all fragments of her 

experience, and thus are her past historical images. 

 According to the two points above, Harper’s Benjaminian messianic visions 

should be distinguished from her drug-induced delusions. Therefore, Harper’s 

messianic visions—the visions in the Diorama Room, and her conversation with the 

Mormon Mother—should be separated from her drug-induced delusions—the visions 

of Mr. Lies and the Antarctica. Whereas the latter visions arise under the effect of 

drugs, the former visions are the ones that are invoked by Harper’s messianic power.   
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In the Diorama Room of the Mormon Visitor’s Center, Harper has an illusion of 

Joe playing the Mormon Father in the dummy show. This scene also presents Harper’s 

conversation with the history of the Mormons. What happens in the Diorama Room is 

a perfect example of Benjamin’s “dialectical images.” The official version of past 

history (represented as a model family in the west-ward journey of the Mormons) is 

challenged by Louis’s political argument, Louis and Joe’s homosexual relationship, 

and Harper and Prior’s interpretation of the event (seeing her husband and his 

ex-lover appear in a reproduced “history”) in their mutual vision.13 In this scene of 

dialectical interventions, Prior leaves with dissatisfaction, and Joe and Louis, as a part 

of the dummy show, exit for further communication.14 For Prior and Louis, the 

Mormon history is alien to them, so they leave it behind. For Joe, he wants to get rid 

of his Mormon history in order to evade his responsibility to his family. All of the 

three men leave the scene without dialectical consequences when this scene ends.  

However, Harper absorbs herself with the show and extends it outside of the 

Visitor’s Center. She makes the Mormon history become more than a show. After the 

three men have all left the diorama room, she “goes to the diorama, gets in the 

Mormon Mother’s seat” and says to the dummy father: “Look at us. So perfect in 

place. The desert the mountains the previous century. Maybe I could have believed in 

you then. Maybe we should never have moved east” (Perestroika 71). In the diorama, 

                                                 
13 In Angels, Prior and Harper appear together on stage for three times. However, both the first 

time (scene vii, Act I of Millennium) and the third time (scene ii, Act V of Perestroika) of their 
appearance are in Harper’s drug-induced hallucination. The scene at the Diorama Room of the Mormon 
Visitor’s Center (scene ii, Act III of Perestroika) is actually the first time they meet in the physical 
world in Angels. Thus, only in this scene do Harper and Prior have the “mutual vision” which signifies 
that their messianic power is stimulated by the historical images in the diorama show.  

14 In this scene, Joe and Louis’s argument on the stage of the Diorama room implies their 
conflict and communication in their real life in the play. In this scene, their conversation on the stage of 
the diorama room is, from the audience’s viewpoint, Harper and Prior’s imagination. Nevertheless, 
judging from Louis’s words in the following scene (“I can’t believe you’re a Mormon” (Perestroika 
73)), obviously Joe and Louis have already talked about Joe’s Mormon identity just as illustrated on the 
stage of the diorama room. Therefore, the image of Joe and Louis in the diorama room can be 
considered as the mutual vision of Harper and Prior, which foretells the audience what might really 
happen to Joe and Louis at the same time.  
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Harper has found the ideal world that she thinks she belongs to. She sees in the 

historical images of the diorama show and discovers the redeemed, unspoiled world. 

Thus, Harper discovers her messianic vision in the historical images in the diorama 

show.  

Harper’s dialogue with the Mormon Mother is another example of the 

conversation between her past and present. Being a part of Harper’s messianic vision, 

the Mormon Mother is the representation of the Mormon historical image in Harper’s 

mind. In fact, according to Harper’s theory of imagination, the Mormon mother has 

been created by Harper’s own imagination. She cannot tell Harper anything new. 

What Harper has learnt from the Mormon mother is actually already known to Harper 

herself. This means, Harper produces her own revelation all by herself. She only 

wants it to be in the form of a suggestion from another person. After that conversation, 

Harper has “found the secret of all that Mormon energy” and become “Armed with 

the truth” (Perestroika 122). This change motivates Harper to leave her imaginary 

travel and liberate herself from her life with Joe. If this is Harper’s redemption, then it 

is she who redeems herself.  

Harper’s messianic power is manifested in her hallucinatory vision. Like other 

characters, her messianic power is awakened by the collision of her past and present 

historical images. Through the dialectical images of the Mormon history, Harper 

perceives an ideal world with possible redemption of her present situation. She 

experiences her messianic vision in the historical images that shed light on her 

bewilderment in her life. The illumination of the Mormon historical images awakens 

Harper’s messianic power, the power that makes her see her redemption. 

3. Joe 

Because of his concealment of his own sexual orientation, Joe becomes 

someone who strongly denies himself. This tendency of self-denying makes him 
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reject his past frequently. Beginning with his second encounter with Louis in 

Millennium, scene vii, Act II, Joe’s hesitative personality and escapist nature is 

explicitly demonstrated. In the following scenes in the play, Joe exposes more and 

more of his intention to evade from his history. In order to get rid of his past, Joe 

becomes lost and rootless. He fails to awaken his messianic power; hence, he cannot 

receive his redemption at the end of the play.  

Joe wants to evade his messianic power because it reminds him of his past. In 

Millennium, scene vii, Act II, Joe and Louis meet for the second time on the steps 

outside the Hall of Justice. Joe tells Louis about what happened to him the day before. 

He says:  

     JOE. Yesterday was Sunday but I’ve been a little unfocused recently and I 

thought it was Monday. So I came here like I was going to work. And 

the whole place was empty. And first I couldn’t figure out why […]. It 

just flashed through my mind: The whole Hall of Justice, it’s empty, it’s 

deserted, it’s gone out of business. […] The people that make it run 

have [sic.] up and abandoned it.  

          LOUIS. (Looking at the building) Creepy. 

 JOE. Well yes but. I felt that I was going to scream. […] 

And… well, good. A… happy scream.  

I just wondered what a thing it would be… if overnight everything 

you owe anything to, justice, or love, had really gone away. Free.  

It would be… heartless terror. Yes. Terrible, and…  

   Very great. To shed your skin, every old skin, one by one and then 

walk away, unencumbered, into the morning. (Millennium 72-3) 

This statement of Joe suggests his desire to escape all his responsibilities and painful 

past. In describing a past event that happened to him, Joe inevitably discloses his 
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escapist tendency. The sight of empty offices is a historical image that shocks Joe and 

awakens his messianic vision, which enables Joe to see his wish to get away from his 

disturbed daily life. Thus, he follows his own wish and starts his journey of evasion.  

The most prominent example of Joe’s escapism is his demonstration of his 

determination to get rid off his past in the scene at the Jones Beach. In Perestroika, 

scene iii, Act III, Joe and Louis walk at the Jones Beach. Louis tells Joe that he is 

surprised of his Mormon background. Responding to Louis’s words, Joe says he 

would “give up anything” for him, including his past (Perestroika 74). To show his 

determination, Joe strips his temple garment, his “second skin,” which symbolizes his 

religious past as a Mormon. Trying to make Louis stay, Joe takes off his garment and 

declares: “I’m flayed… No past now. I could give up anything” (75). However, this 

action is not appreciated by Louis, who tells him: “Sometimes self-interested is the 

most generous thing you can be” (75). In order to persuade Louis to stay, Joe tries 

hard to get rid of his past history as a husband, as a son, and as a Mormon. 

Nevertheless, Joe’s effort only makes himself perplexed and adrift. Finally, Joe’s 

unjust court verdict, the past that he wishes to escape, irritates Louis and drives Louis 

away. Being unable to detain Louis, Joe returns to Harper for resuming their 

relationship. However, Harper rejects him because she realizes he does not love her at 

all. In the end, Joe is left alone in the apartment in Brooklyn. He becomes lost because 

he doesn’t realize that one’s past is indispensable to one’s present situation.  

Owing to his determination to avoid his past history, Joe cannot develop his 

messianic power. Being a person who denies his past, Joe has neglected the fact that 

the past has never left. Consequently, Joe’s denial of his past deprives him of his 

messianic power and his chance of redemption.  

4. Louis 

In Angels, Louis is a person with abundant knowledge of history. In scene iii, 
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Act II of Millennium, Louis leaves Prior when he feels he can’t help Prior fight 

against AIDS. Since then, Louis feels guilty for leaving Prior when he needs his 

support desperately. However, when he purposely seeks for historical images to 

excuse himself, Louis finds the historical images uncompromisingly remind him of 

his guilt. Only when he finds his love toward Prior and repents of his guilt can Louis 

find his redemption in his messianic vision. In other words, Louis’s repentance is the 

consequence of his encounter with the historical images in his own or other 

characters’ journeys.  

At first, Louis feels guilty about his leaving Prior and tries to justify his 

behavior by looking for excuses in the historical references to similar situations. 

Nevertheless, Louis fails to find them. After Prior has told Louis about his infection of 

AIDS at the funeral, Louis asks rabbi Chemelwitz, “what does the Holy Writ say 

about someone who abandons someone he loves at a time of great need?” 

(Millennium 25). However, the rabbi tells him the Holy Scriptures “says nothing 

about such a person.” As a result, Louis fails to find excuses for his desertion. Later, 

at the St. Vincent’s Hospital, Louis mentions the history of the Walter family, which 

brings him to the story of Bayeux tapestry. However, the love story behind the 

Bayeux tapestry does not support Louis in his decision to leave Prior either 

(Millennium 51-2).15 In these scenes, Louis fails to find in his messianic visions any 

historical image which can justify his behavior. On the contrary, he discovers that all 

the historical images he encounters point to his breach of faith. 

Unable to find any support, Louis finds that his messianic power reveals to him 

the images of historic traitors. He finds his situation similar to Cain and Judas’s. 

Trying to find a resolution to his situation, Louis asks Prior’s ex-lover and friend 

                                                 
15 For the detailed explication of Louis’s allusion to the story of the Bayeux tapestry, see the 

section titled “Jews: Louis and Roy,” p. 41 in Chapter 2.  
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Belize about Prior’s condition. Belize, however, is discontent with his betrayal and 

reluctant to help him. In scene ii, Act III of Millennium, Louis asks Belize to help him. 

He feels guilty about leaving Prior; however, he doesn’t know what to do with the 

feeling. In his confession to Belize about his guilty feelings, he tells Belize about his 

accidental cut on the forehead which reminds him of the “Mark of Cain, Judas Iscariot 

and his silver and his noose” (Millennium 99). The mark on Louis’s forehead brings 

up historical images and makes Louis see his messianic vision. Through his messianic 

vision, the historical images of past historic traitors compel Louis to see his 

unfaithfulness. The punishment of Cain for murdering his brother, the punishment of 

Judas for betraying Jesus, and the images of the biblical traitors are certainly historical 

images that haunt him and keep reminding Louis of his betrayal to Prior.  

Louis’s repentance of his desertion is the key to his redemption. Before he can 

get the courage to ask for Prior’s forgiveness, Louis obtains two crucial 

acknowledgements, both of which are induced by his messianic power. Firstly, Louis 

reaffirms his real feelings toward Prior in his conversation with Joe. In the scene at 

the Jones Beach (scene iii, Act III of Perestroika), Louis brings Joe to the Beach 

where the historical images remind Louis of Prior. When they walk on the beach, he 

tells Joe about the “[e]xploration” of homosexual men at the beach, and then he 

suddenly thinks of Prior and talks to himself: “I fucked around a whole lot more than 

he [Prior] did. So why is he the sick one? No justice” (Perestroika 72). In the scene, 

with the company of Joe, he is drawn to question his status quo by the sight of the 

beach. Secondly, Louis also learns the importance of forgiveness and reconciliation 

from Roy’s death. In Perestroika, scene iii, Act V, Belize asks Louis to read Kaddish 

in order to rest Roy’s soul. Though he is passively involved in the ritual, Louis learns 

the necessity of forgiveness and reconciliation in one’s journey of life. His attempt 

moves Ethel’s ghost to assist him to read Kaddish for Roy. When Louis struggles with 
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his poor knowledge of Kaddish, his struggles arouse Ethel’s ghost, who recites the 

passages of Kaddish with him. Because Belize cannot see Ethel, Ethel’s voice 

becomes a “miraculous” vision that only Louis can recognize (Perestroika 126).  

Finally, with Belize’s help, Louis finds his courage in the historical images of 

reconciliation in Ethel’s reciting of Kaddish. The images dialectically inspire Louis to 

understand the importance of repentance and forgiveness, and they also encourage 

Louis to face his real feeling toward Prior and look for his forgiveness.  

Being inspired by Roy’s death and Belize’s forgiveness, Louis decides to go 

back to Prior. By means of the historical images that are elicited in his interaction with 

Joe and Belize, Louis gradually develops his messianic power. For Louis, the 

historical images in his discussion of love with Joe and his blessing to Roy with 

Belize prepare him for his courage to repent. Without these historical images, Louis’s 

messianic power may remain undeveloped and his journey might fail like Joe’s and 

Roy’s.  

Louis’s messianic power helps him recognize his love and recover his courage. 

Like Prior, Louis recognizes his love toward his ex-lover through the messianic vision 

of the ideal situation in which love and reconciliation conquer fear and anxiety. 

Therefore, the dialectical inspirations from other characters become indispensable to 

Louis when he cannot appreciate his own messianic power. The historical images 

within his and other characters’ journeys force Louis to see what he really wants and 

what he has to do in order to find his redemption.  

5. Belize  

     In Angels, Belize connects the characters together and helps them gain their 

self-awareness. His firm character and kindness make him a person equipped with 

both the ability of assisting and consoling other characters. He transmits historical 

images between Louis, Roy, and Prior, drives them to face their present situations, and 
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helps them see messianic visions in their journeys. In transmitting these images, 

Belize also discovers in other characters’ historical images the messianic vision that 

leads to his redemption 

     Belize becomes the transmitter of historical images because he possesses three 

significant roles: an advisor to Louis, a nurse to Roy, and a friend to Prior. To Louis, 

Belize is a rival and advisor who instructs him with his sincere opinions. To Roy, he 

plays the role of nurse who tries his best to console him in his last days. To Prior, he is 

a reliable friend who can share his sorrows of Louis’s desertion and visions of the 

Angel’s revelation. He influences other characters with historical images he possesses 

and from others. Therefore, Kushner presents in him the characteristic of an advisor 

who provides historical images from himself to others, and a mediator who transmit 

other’s historical images to characters around him. 

Belize provides his historical images as an Afro-American in his argument with 

Louis. In scene ii, Act III of Millennium, he applies the historical image from his 

favorite popular romance to remind Louis of his problem with his love toward Prior. 

In this scene, he forces Louis to face his true feelings and helps him see the reality of 

his condition. He quotes the female protagonist’s announcement of love to her 

black-slave lover, “real love isn’t ever ambivalent” (Millennium 96), to criticize 

Louis’s ambivalent attitude toward Prior. By pushing him to face his problem, Belize 

takes Louis from his escapism to his awakening. As a repayment, Louis helps Belize 

to pray for Roy’s soul. They remind each other of their messianic power to see 

forgiveness and reconciliation in Roy’s death.  

By transmitting historical images between characters, Belize perceives his own 

messianic vision of reconciliation and love. In Angels, Belize has two messianic 

visions that he shares with Roy and Louis when he helps them with their historical 

images to enlighten their present situations. Primarily, Belize portrays Heaven for Roy 
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with images of Heaven from Prior’s description (Perestroika 77). However, Belize 

also adds his own interpretation of the historical images. Adding his own modification 

to the image of Heaven, he depicts Heaven as a place of “racial impurity and gender 

confusion” (Perestroika 77) to console Roy when he is waiting for his death in the 

hospital. These details, though groundless according to Prior’s description, become a 

part of Roy’s consolable imagination. Furthermore, with Louis’s historical images in 

his reading of Kaddish, Belize reconciles with Roy after his death (Perestroika124). 

Despite his repugnance against Roy, Belize chooses to forgive him after his death of 

AIDS. Without Louis’s help, Belize would not be able to complete his vision of 

reconciliation in the ceremony of blessing Roy’s soul. This scene also becomes 

Belize’s messianic vision in which he sees the possibility to forgive his enemy.  

Because of his unyielding personality and kind heart, Belize becomes the one 

through whom the historical images are transmitted and spread. The transmission and 

spreading of these images consummate Louis and Roy’s messianic visions. In addition 

to perceiving his messianic vision from his own historical past, Belize also obtains his 

messianic vision of peace and forgiveness in Prior’s and Louis’s historical images that 

he transmits to Roy. The redemption of Belize is the result of his selfless supports to 

other characters’ journeys toward redemption.  

6. Roy 

Roy is ambivalent toward his past. On the one hand, he is proud of his paternity 

with the “powerful men” in the Right camp (Millennium 56). On the other hand, he 

refuses to admit his illegal manipulation of the law and his indirect murder of Ethel 

Rosenberg back in the time of McCarthyism. Whereas he also tries to conceal the 

scandalous history in his past, he wishes to identify his paternal relationship with that 

of Isaac to Jacob in the Bible as his historical past. Therefore, when Joe confesses to 

Roy that he is gay, Roy finds their relationship unacceptable. In the meantime, when 
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Ethel’s ghost comes back to “forgive” him (Perestroika 114), Roy refuses her and 

keeps mocking her until the moment of his death. Roy’s resistance against his past 

historical images, including those which remind him of his sexual orientation and his 

scandalous past, makes him a lost individual deprived of any vision for redemption.  

Roy endeavors to build a father-son relationship with Joe by appealing to the 

historical images. In scene iv, Act II of Millennium, Roy tells Joe about his 

relationship with “the powerful men” who have helped him in his political life. He 

states: “The most precious asset in life, I think, is the ability to be a good son. You 

have that, Joe. Somebody who can be a good son to a father who pushes them farther 

than they would otherwise go. I’ve had many fathers, I owe my life to them, powerful, 

powerful men” (Millennium 56). Roy is apparently proud of his filial connection to 

these politically powerful men. He also invites Joe to join his identification of this 

relationship, and to become his son. When he is dying, Roy blesses Joe in a Jewish 

manner. Through the ritual of blessing Joe, Roy confirms his parental authority over 

Joe. He wants Joe to be his son, who “offers the father his life as a vessel for carrying 

forth his father’s dream” (Millennium 56). During the ritual, Roy alludes to the Bible 

story of Jacob, who was blessed by his father, to justify his blessing Joe as his “son.” 

Apparently, to have things his way, Roy will resort to the historical images he wants 

to identify with.  

However, when Joe tells him that he is gay, Roy becomes furious and feels 

heartbroken because Joe’s confession destroys the dialectical images, “fuck[s] up the 

magic” of blessing (Perestroika 82), and ruins Roy’s hope within his messianic vision. 

Furthermore, Joe’s confession also reminds Roy of his concealed sexual orientation, 

and consequently dispels the historical images of paternity. That is why Roy says 

“Every goddam thing I ever wanted they have taken from me. Mocked and reviled, all 

my live” (Perestroika 89). According to Roy, Joe’s confession has deprived his hope 
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of including Joe in his dream of paternity. The redemptive vision in Roy’s dream, 

therefore, is destroyed. 

As a contrast to Roy’s intention to adapt Joe into his imagination of paternity, 

Ethel Rosenberg’s ghost represents the part of Roy’s past that he wants to get rid of. 

When discerning the role of ghosts in American theater, David Savran comments: 

“[V]irtually every ghost in the contemporary theatre signals a crisis in the constitution 

of the subject” (para. 11). Accordingly, Ethel Rosenberg’s ghost in Angels represents 

the restless power of the past that keeps haunting Roy’s present. Her appearance 

forces Roy to recognize the illegal deeds of his past which he deliberately distorts as a 

manifestation of justice (Millennium 107-08). Thus, she becomes the historical image 

in Roy’s past that keeps recurring to him in his present.  

Roy has had the chance to reconcile with Ethel, but his resistance deprives him 

of the opportunity to see the vision of forgiveness with his messianic power. For most 

of the time, Roy either ignores Ethel’s presence or mocks her with a hostile tone. 

Considering Ethel’s death as his “greatest accomplishment” in his life (Millennium 

107), Roy rejects Ethel’s proposal of reconciliation. Because of his denial of his past, 

Roy’s messianic power dies within him. Consequently he cannot perceive any 

redemptive vision. While Joe constantly evades the dialectical images in his inner 

journey, Roy simply rejects any messianic vision that he doesn’t want to see.  

Joe and Roy fail to perceive their messianic visions for different reasons. Joe 

fails to see his redemption because he keeps evading from his past historical images 

that remind him of his painful past memories. As to Roy, he loses his redemption 

because he rejects Ethel’s offer of reconciliation and denies Joe’s confession. Unlike 

Joe, Roy directly rejects the chance to reconcile with his past. His choice leads him 

away from his redemption.  

Roy cannot recognize his messianic vision because he deliberately refuses to 
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face the historical images that remind him of his dark past. Facing the images of Joe 

and Ethel as the reminders of his suppressed gender identity and political 

manipulation, Roy sternly denies them and fights against them till the last moment of 

his life. Hence, his headstrong attitude has taken away his chance to see his messianic 

vision. 

7. Hannah 

     Hannah Pitt, Joe’s mother, is someone who accidentally gets involved in the 

circle of Prior’s friends. She gives suggestions to Prior and helps him fight with the 

American Angel. She assists Prior through his difficult time with her knowledge of 

the Bible and Mormon history. These religious images also cause substantial change 

to her life. Encouraging Prior to wrestle against the Angel, Hannah contributes her 

historical images to help Prior; as a reward, she sees her messianic vision with her 

messianic power which is awakened by the Angel. 

Being involved in Prior’s vision, Hannah receives a kiss from the American 

Angel, which brings her “an enormous orgasm” (Perestroika 120). This stage 

direction suggests Hannah’s messianic power has been awakened by the kiss from the 

Angel. In scene iv, Act IV of Perestroika, Prior worries about the Angel’s return and 

asks Hannah about what happened to those prophets in the Bible who have denied 

their visions. Hannah tells him that God “feeds them to whales” (Perestroika 104). 

Although this answer arouses laughter, Hannah sincerely tries to help Prior with her 

knowledge of the “scriptural precedents” of Prior’s present situation (104). She 

provides Prior with her historical image that Prior needs for achieving his redemption. 

Consequently, Hannah helps Prior go to Heaven to fight for his own belief, which 

indirectly causes the awakening of her messianic power.  

After the Angel has kissed her, Hannah experiences a series of changes that 

show her acquisition of messianic power from the incident. In scene i, Act V of 
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Perestroika, Prior goes to Heaven to argue for his opinion. After he has returned, he 

thanks Hannah for her help. However, Hannah seems perplexed with what Prior says 

to her:  

     PRIOR (To Hannah). Thank you. 

     HANNAH. I just slept in the chair.  

     PRIOR (To Belize). She saved my life 

     HANNAH. I did no such thing, I slept in the chair. Being in hospital 

upsets me, it reminds me of things. 

           I have to go home now. I had the most peculiar dream. 

(Perestroika 140) 

Hannah regards the visit of the American Angel as her “dream” and tries to dismiss 

the image of the Angel. However, she also admits that she has received some images 

that awaken her memory of something in the past. Accordingly, Hannah has 

discovered her messianic power to see the vision of redemption within her.  

     Hannah’s messianic vision is manifested through the change of her viewpoint. 

In the Epilogue, Hannah has changed and become “noticeably different” (Perestroika 

145). In addition to her appearance, Hannah’s attitude has also changed. She has 

developed her own idea of the world. Musing on the universal condition of the 1990s, 

she remarks: “You need an idea of the world to go out into the world. But it’s the 

going into that makes the idea. You can’t wait for a theory, but you have to have a 

theory” (Perestroika 147). This statement demonstrates Hannah’s messianic vision. 

After she has contributed her dialectical images and awakened her messianic power, 

Hannah has recognized her messianic vision in her foresight of the future of the 

world.  

Incidentally, Hannah gives Prior a suggestion and thus involves herself in 

Prior’s life. By providing Prior the Biblical precedents that support his rebellion 
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against the will of Heaven, Hannah helps Prior see the possible way out for his 

dilemma. Her intervention, however, changes her life, too. Assisting Prior in his 

journey, she also experiences mysterious inspiration and her messianic vision of an 

ideal world.  

8. Minor characters 

Since it is the whole generation of human beings that are endowed with the 

“weak messianic power,” the minor characters have their own awareness of the 

messianic power and vision. Among the minor characters who have apparent 

messianic visions in Angels, the three most important minor characters are Rabbi 

Chemelwitz, A. A. Prelapsarianov, and the woman in the South Bronx.  

Rabbi Chemelwitz discloses to the audience the theme of journey at the 

beginning of Angels. He connects the journey of the past and the present generations 

with his messianic power. From contemplating the past Jewish migration, the “Great 

Voyages” (Millennium 10), he sees the journey that is still alive within every 

descendent of the Voyage.16 This vision to see the past images in the present moment 

is obviously generated from his messianic power.  

Aleksii Antedilluvianovich Prelapsarianov, the world’s oldest Bolshevik, is 

definitely a figure troubled by the images of past and present. Facing the coming 

inevitable change, he considers the present moment a crisis lacking a theory. This 

crisis, according to him, is much like the crisis of his past, the one which is solved by 

the theory, the “Classic Texts” of Marxism, and the Marxist social revolution 

(Perestroika 14). Seeing the past history repeat itself, however, he feels pessimistic 

for the present situation for he does not see a competent theory that could change the 

situation. Accordingly, Prelapsarianov’s messianic power enables him to see the past 

                                                 
16 For further explications of the significance of the inner journeys of the characters in Angels, 

see Chapter 2, “Great Voyages of the past and inner journeys of the present,” pp. 33-35.  
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situation, the situation in need of a change, which repeats itself in the present.  

Played by the actor playing the Angel, the woman in the South Bronx is a minor 

character who helps Hannah to find her direction with her crazy-looking messianic 

power. In scene iv, Act III of Perestroika, Hannah is lost in the South Bronx. She 

meets the woman in the South Bronx and asks her the direction. Instead of answering 

Hannah’s question directly, the woman asks her: “Have you read the prophecies of 

Nostradamus?” (Millennium 105). Seemingly to be irrelevant, this question prepares 

Hannah for unexpected “visions” in New York, including the Angel’s visit. The 

woman in the South Bronx might be insane, but she plays the role of unnoticed 

prophet on the street of the South Bronx. The woman’s messianic power, like that of 

all the other characters, is indispensable to the play.  

 

※      ※      ※ 

 

In Angels, each character has different visions that reveal the past within his or 

her present life. Just as Martin Harries puts it, “for each character” there is “a different 

millennium” (“Flying” 190). Their respective messianic visions, however, reveal the 

coming of a different world. In their respective inner journeys, some of the characters 

get the messianic visions by struggling through tough processes. Some of them 

acquire the visions with the help of someone else. There are still some other 

characters who, because of their failure in facing their past historical images, lose the 

chance of seeing their messianic vision and redeeming themselves. It is their choices 

for themselves that make all the differences in the end. For those who have acquired 

their messianic power and perceived their messianic visions, the prospect of 

redemption becomes realistic and achievable for them.  

Kushner accurately illustrates the characters’ acquisition of the messianic 
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visions with Benjamin’s idea of redemption. As Kushner says in the “Playwright’s 

notes” of Perestroika: “[…] [T]he problems the characters face are finally among the 

hardest problems—how to let go of the past, how to change and lose with grace, how 

to keep going in the face of overwhelming suffering. It shouldn’t be easy” 

(Perestroika 8-9). In the play, the characters are forced to face different kinds of 

troubles in their lives. In order to survive, they have to adapt themselves to their 

environment. This is a painful process indispensable to their redemption. 

 

 


