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This book demonstrates the political potential of mainstream theatre in
the U.S. at the end of the twentieth century, tracing ideological change
over time in the reception of U.S. mainstream plays taking HIV/AIDS as
their topic from 1985 to 2000. This is the first study to combine the top-
ics of the politics of performance, LGBT theatre, and mainstream theatre’s
political potential, a juxtaposition that shows how radical ideas become
mainstream, that is, how the dominant ideology changes. Using materialist
semiotics and extensive archival research, Juntunen delineates the cultural
history of four pivotal productions from that period—Larry Kramer’s The
Normal Heart (1985), Tony Kushner’s Angels in America (1992), Jonathan
Larson’s Rent (1996), and Moises Kaufman’s The Laramie Project (2000).
Examining the connection of AIDS, mainstream theatre, and the media
reveals key systems at work in ideological change over time during a deadly
epidemic whose effects changed the nation forever. Employing media the-
ory alongside nationalism studies and utilizing dozens of reviews for each
case study, the volume demonstrates that reviews are valuable evidence of
how a production was hailed by society’s ideological gatekeepers. Mixing
this new use of reviews alongside textual analysis and material study—such
as the theaters’ locations, architectures, merchandise, program notes, and
advertising—creates an uncommonly rich description of these productions
and their ideological effects. This book will be of interest to scholars and
students of theatre, politics, media studies, queer theory, and U.S. history,
and to those with an interest in gay civil rights, one of the most successful
social movements of the late twentieth century.

Jacob Juntunen is Assistant Professor in the Department of Theater and in
the Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies Program at Southern Illinois
University, USA.
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Introduction

In 2015, the United States Supreme Court heard the case of Obergefell v.
Hodges and legalized marriage between two people of the same sex. In the
aftermath of the decision, most images in the national press pictured attrac-
tive pairs of men and women proudly holding wedding certificates, newly
married same sex couples standing on court steps, or crowds of revelers out-
side the U.S. Supreme Court waving brightly colored rainbow flags. Some
of the most moving pictures presented men and women late in life who
were finally recognized as legal domestic partners by the nation, many after
decades of cohabitation. These men and women tended to look as shocked
as they did joyful, as if in a dream. And perhaps, in some respects, it was a
dream, for a nation changing who is allowed new rights and responsibilities
is a type of reimagining.

What changed literally overnight for these couples was their inclusion in
the national legal code, and what is a legal code except for a set of shared
beliefs, an embodiment of the dominant ideology? The Supreme Court deci-
sion of Obergefell v. Hodges legitimized an ideology that people of the same
sex should be able to marry. While not universally hailed as a noble decision,
and narrowly passed by a 5-4 majority, support for same-sex couples’ right
to marry had risen steadily from 2001 to 20135, changing from 57% of the
U.S. population opposed to 55% in favor.! The court reflected this shift-
ing ideology in its decision. Support was particularly robust among young
Americans, those called Millennials and born loosely between 1983 and
2004, with 70% in favor of gay marriage in 2015.% In 2015, when the
majority of these young people supported the state-legitimated union of two
same sex individuals in love, many Millennials would have been shocked to
know that a short 30 years earlier tens of thousands of gay men were dying
in the U.S. because of a plague and social invisibility.

The ubiquity of gay characters in mainstream entertainment and profound
achievements in gay civil rights in 2015 belie the complexity of how much
changed in the representation of LGBT? citizens in the U.S. since the HIV/
AIDS epidemic struck the U.S. in the early 1980s. In terms of legal repre-
sentation, every U.S. state now has a queer representative at some level of
government.* In mainstream entertainment, LGBT characters are now com-
monplace, and their sexuality so conventional that it need not be the focus
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of the narrative’s plot. But in 19835, it was possible for a character in a play
to state that he grew up believing he was the only gay person on earth, and
offstage a similar social invisibility allowed the HIV/AIDS epidemic to strike
dreadfully among U.S. citizens. What changes in culture allowed for the
increased visibility of LGBT citizens in the United States? How did the emer-
gent ideology that gay men and women were part of the U.S. nation become
part of the dominant ideology? Did theatre, and, in particular, mainstream
theatre, play any role in this transformation?

Without question, HIV/AIDS struck the gay community hard in the 1980s
and 1990s, and a robust theatre movement rose up to address the massive
loss of life. In his 1998 work Acts of Intervention, David Romdn assesses
in the moment the accomplishments of late twentieth century HIV/AIDS
theatre. This imminently hopeful book suggests that readers engage in the
power of “AIDS theatre and performance [to] create new ways of imagining
community in the face of crisis.”> Romén’s wide-ranging book skillfully
interprets early 1980s AIDS fundraisers, unheralded early AIDS plays, com-
mercial successes, solo performance by white gay men, and ensembles of gay
men of color. The heterogeneity of his book is part of Roman’s own inter-
vention as he strives to point out the function and necessity of each type of
performance, to reassign performances off the mainstream stage a place in
theatre history. In fact, he sees the commercial success of mainstream AIDS
plays such as As Is and The Normal Heart as obscuring earlier, equally
important if not as heralded performances. Roman writes that for the Broad-
way and off-Broadway productions of As Is and The Normal Heart, “The
actual venue of the performance, along with its geographical location in the
city, inscribes the performance into already marked (albeit veiled) ideologies
based on the artistically conservative conventions and tastes of cultivated,
mainstream, elite audiences.”® What is striking about this description is the
implicitly derogatory portrayal of mainstream theatre. The representation
of mainstream theatre as a “veiled” deception of the “market” leading these
AIDS plays into “conservative conventions.” Romdn depicts mainstream
plays like As Is and The Normal Heart writing over the history of “various
plays and performances already in circulation throughout the early 1980s.””
And to some degree he is right. Certainly contemporaneous critics review-
ing As Is and The Normal Heart did not seem to be aware that these were
not the first plays to deal with HIV/AIDS. But, by studying mainstream
plays produced in privileged venues in New York City, Making the Radical
Palatable reveals how these plays actually influenced the type of national
reimagining that Roman desires.

Mainstream theatre in the U.S. played an important part in assimilating
emergent ideologies into the dominant ideology throughout the twentieth
century. However, in the process, it often erased the more radical expres-
sions that came before. While the African American civil rights movement
is not analogous to the gay civil rights movement, superficial similarities in
theatre production history are instructive. Langston Hughes’ 1935 Broadway



Downloaded by [National Library of the Philippines] at 23:16 01 November 2017

Introduction 3

production of Mulatto set a record for the number of performances for a
play by an African American, but overshadowed previous, more radical,
Harlem Renaissance plays. In fact, Hughes’ play came under attack from
within the African American community because it portrayed undesirable
stereotypical elements of African American characters, such as uneducated
speech. Similarly Lorraine Hansberry’s, Raisin in the Sun, taking its title from
a Hughes’ poem, gave Broadway its first female African American play-
wright, first African American director, and Sidney Poitier’s first major role.
But, in 1959, Raisin in the Sun was not as radical as the bourgeoning Black
Arts Movement. Nevertheless, on the twenty-fifth anniversary of Hansberry’s
play, Frank Rich writing in The New York Times, stated that Raisin in the
Sun, “changed American theatre forever.”® These examples show the poten-
tial of mainstream theatre to shift what is acceptable on the U.S. stage, and,
thus, within the dominant ideology of the national imagination.

Consequently, even as they erased more radical performances, mainstream
plays taking HIV/AIDS as their topics participated in a tremendous ideolog-
ical shift surrounding the representation of LGBT citizens. This moment of
reform was both cultural and legal. Roman reminds readers that HIV/AIDS
was not just an illness, that it could not “be separated from the discourses
that construct[ed] it and, in fact, sustain[ed] it.”” The fifteen years following
the 1985 opening of The Normal Heart—a play that cried out for recognition
of gay men as “normal”—was a period of great national reorganization in
the U.S. around the topic of LGBT citizens. In that short time, the domi-
nant ideology shifted towards LGBT visibility within the culture industry
and the body politic. The simultaneous normalization of LGBT citizens and
commercialization of HIV/AIDS signaled a tension within the United States’
dominant ideology that can be traced through onstage representation. The
conflict between the emergent ideology of LGBT inclusion in the national
imaginary and a residual ideology of LGBT social invisibility created a two
steps forward, one step back pattern of LGBT civil rights change, and the
chronological order of this book’s case studies in no way advocates posi-
tivism. Setbacks plagued every victory of the LGBT community throughout
the end of the twentieth century. But examining mainstream theatre’s rep-
resentation of HIV/AIDS and LGBT civil rights helps mark this movement
and answer important questions. Why were HIV/AIDS plays so popular in
New York City during those fifteen years? How did the representation of
people with HIV/AIDS change? How did that relate to changes in repre-
sentation of gay characters? And how did the reception of these plays shift
over time?

Making the Radical Palatable investigates the importance of mainstream
theatre’s role in reforming and redefining the dominant ideology in the United
States, demonstrating mainstream theatre’s crucial place of activism within
the culture industry. The book advocates for a rethinking of the supposedly
conservative nature of mainstream theatre. It shows instead that while emer-
gent ideologies develop from radical subject positions, only by incorporating
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emergent ideologies into a mainstream setting can they become part of a new
national imaginary and thereby shift the dominant ideology. Mainstream
theatre assimilates and capitalizes on emerging discourses, often to the dis-
may of the originators of the radical ideology. The distress comes during
the assimilation process, when the radical is tamed and made palatable for
a mainstream audience. While the radical ideology may in the process lose
some of its teeth, the wide spread dissemination that occurs from inclu-
sion in the culture industry is the only way to shift the dominant ideology.
The plays examined in this book, then, were not only commercial successes
within the elite, conservative culture industry. They were also complex sites
of ideological transmission to audiences, to readers of media reviews, and
even to those who simply knew of the plays’ existences. After all, simply
understanding that plays on Broadway dealt sympathetically with LGBT
characters shifted the dominant ideology away from the social invisibility
that helped lead to tens of thousands of HIV/AIDS deaths.

Matters of visibility and radical performance are at the heart of previous
writing on the politics of performance. In 1999, only a year after Roman’s
recovery of HIV/AIDS performance beyond mainstream theatre, the noted
scholar of politics and performance, Baz Kershaw, articulated what he saw
as a crisis in contemporary theatre: modern capitalism was bleeding theatre
of its radical potential.!? To overcome theatre’s powerlessness, Kershaw
proposed a turn to radical “performance beyond the theatre” to engage
the tensions caused by “the conformity forced on cultural production by
capitalist consumerism.”!! In other words, to produce representations of
ideological positions onstage not bound by profit-motivated “conformity,”
Kershaw argued that one must utilize performance beyond the stages of
mainstream theatre, such as parades, protest, and theatre taking place
in non-typical environments. But do these radical performances produce
the same type of visibility as a Broadway production with the attendant
reviews, advertising, and merchandising? Building on Kershaw’s insight that
radical performance is the venue in which new political structures of feeling
can be created, Making the Radical Palatable establishes that mainstream
theatre can incorporate a tame version of these emergent ideologies and sell
them to a large, heterogenous audience. In the process, mainstream theatre
can integrate a palatable version of radical performance’s politics into the
dominant ideology.

A few years earlier, in 1997, the distinguished NYU theatre professor
David Savran declared skepticism of mainstream theatre similar to Kershaw’s,
suggesting that in the U.S. “our ‘classic texts’ ... [have] a way of conceptu-
alizing utopia so that it may be adopted by ‘the dominant culture ... for
its purposes ... Utopianism has served ... to diffuse or deflect dissent, or
actually to transmute it into a vehicle of socialization.””'? Romén’s incre-
dulity here related to Angels in America, one of the most mainstream AIDS
plays of the 1990s. He feared that the culture industry’s acceptance of the
play’s optimism and utopianism drained the production of social critique
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and, instead, made it one more way that the dominant ideology socialized
U.S. citizens. But, in order to make a profit, Angels in America portrayed
a gay male ensemble sympathetically, and audiences empathized with them.
The question inherent in Savran’s critique of the play’s socialization, then, is
whether this show harmed the gay rights movement through its commercial-
ized portraits of gay men or helped by portraying gay people sympathetically
in the mainstream. The answer hinges on one’s feelings about assimilation.
If one is looking for a radical restructuring of society, then assimilating gay
men into the dominant ideology is counterproductive. However, if one looks
to expand the rights and representation of gay men within the current legal
system, then assimilation is worthwhile. Making the Radical Palatable takes
the latter view as its premise, and thus holds that the type of integration via
commercialization Savran describes may be a way to fruitfully expand the
U.S. body politic.

If the mainstream stage was fenced in by profit-motivated conformity,
what accounted for the dramatic changes in LGBT representation between
1985 and 2000? And if plays like Angels in America were simply vehicles
of socialization for the dominant ideology, what exactly were the ideologies
they promoted? What ideological changes can one trace in the conditions
of production, production texts, and conditions of reception in mainstream
AIDS theatre during these 15 years of rapid civil rights victories by the U.S.
LGBT community?

To explore these questions, this book examines the New York City pre-
mieres of four of the most prominent plays to take HIV/AIDS as a topic in
the U.S. at the end of the twentieth century: Larry Kramer’s The Normal
Heart (1985), Tony Kushner’s Angels in America (1993), Jonathan Larson’s
Rent (1996), and Moisés Kaufman’s The Laramie Project (2000). These
plays each embody a turning point in the representation of LGBT char-
acters and people with HIV/AIDS on mainstream stages in New York. In
toto, this selection of case studies shows how gay men and HIV/AIDS were
incorporated into the dominant ideology, going from social invisibility to
normalization. Taken separately, each case study illuminates pressing con-
cerns of the contemporaneous moment and allows one to see change over
time, particularly in the plays’ press receptions.

Theatre scholars have studied the politics of performance, and research-
ers in cultural studies have delineated systems that promote, maintain, and
challenge ideologies, and, while these fields are often connected, the place of
mainstream theatre and its surrounding discourses to date have not received
major study.'> Making the Radical Palatable reveals mainstream theatre’s
important place in creating a space in the U.S. national imaginary for LGBT
citizens at the end of the twentieth century while also addressing the political
potential of mainstream theatre more generally. In so doing, the book shows
how radical ideas become mainstream, that is, how the dominant ideology
changes. This knowledge is necessary for artists, activists, and academics to
utilize and theorize theatre’s power.
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Most research on LGBT theatre focuses on reclaiming obscured perfor-
mances or highlighting radical performances that dramatically challenged
the dominant ideology. What these studies tend to overlook, however, is how
those radical beliefs became palatable to a majority of Americans. Thus,
LGBT theatre is the starting point that allows Making the Radical Palatable
to explore how an emergent ideology became part of the dominant ideology,
looking at a specific example in order to suggest a more general theory of
political theatre. It does so using its case studies as a way of understanding
political change in terms laid out by cultural theorist Raymond Williams:
a model of society possessing simultaneous, competing types of ideology—
emergent, dominant, and residual—alongside his understanding of where
new ideologies come from, structures of feeling.

Furthermore, the majority of scholarship on gay theatre in the 1980s and
1990s does not trace ideological change over time. Examining four plays
that take HIV/AIDS as topics from 1985 to 2000, this study is able to track the
ideological change in the discourse that surrounds them using the media
theories of James Carey, founder of Columbia University’s Communications
PhD program. Carey suggests that mass media, such as newspapers, engage
in transmission of information but also in a ritualized act of representing
shared beliefs.'* Therefore, by tracking how newspapers incorporated—or,
to use the philosopher Louis Althusser’s term, interpellated—representations
of LGBT characters and stage pictures of HIV/AIDS, one can see how the
U.S. nation’s shared set of beliefs shifted quickly towards an ideology that
called for gay civil rights over this 15-year period.

Why do theatre scholars so rarely address mainstream theatre’s ability
to support emergent ideologies? Perhaps there is some subtle manifestation
of antitheatrical prejudice at work in theatre scholarship itself,'® but more
likely the scholarly hesitation to comment on mainstream theatre’s poten-
tial liberal effects dates back to the enmity towards the culture industry
first expounded in 1944 by cultural critics Max Horkheimer and Theodor
Adorno in Dialectic of Enlightenment.'® Researchers often cite that work as
evidence that entertainment produced in the mainstream culture houses of a
society cannot critique said society. However, Horkheimer and Adorno rely
almost solely on a transmission view of communication—that is, a piece of
art has a message and relays it to the viewer—and do not note that different
viewers may interpret the same art differently, as cultural critic Stuart Hall
and the Birmingham School demonstrate in their writing focusing on how
readers “decode” texts.

The work on politics and performance is riddled with this prejudice
against the culture industry. There is a long-standing interest in the events
of 1968, for instance, that makes the standard for political performance
coterminous with street demonstrations and the takeover of public buildings.
Perhaps as a Gen Xer who primarily teaches Millennials, it is difficult for
me to find the violent and assassination-filled 1960s nostalgic. And for my
students, 1968 is as far away historically as the First World War was to
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the students killed at Kent State. Instead of a radicalism based on a 1960s
aesthetic, then, I am interested in a substantial change in who constituted
a member of my nation’s imagined community during my lifetime. In other
words, I am excited at the change from my 1980s childhood in the San
Francisco Bay Area during which gay people, even in my region, were largely
absent from mainstream culture to a point in history where gay people may
legally marry. Instead of applying cultural theory alongside material semiot-
ics to understand this change and theatre’s part in it, queer scholarship has
tilted towards reconstruction and recuperation—valuable and important
work, to be sure, but not the explanatory work necessary to understand the
late twentieth century accomplishments of the gay civil rights movement.

Some prejudice against commercialism itself, particularly from scholars
of a Marxist bent, is also at work in eliding mainstream theatre’s liberal
potential. While the plush, red velvet seats of mainstream theatre in New
York City may not welcome everyone—a complaint leveled against main-
stream theatre—the powerful elite of this country, those who aspire to that
clout, and those who report for influential news outlets inhabit those seats.
Changing what these elites believe may lead to corresponding change in
the nation’s imagined community, and, eventually rule of law. It did so in
the case of LGBT civil rights in the U.S. at the end of the twentieth century,
which is why HIV/AIDS theatre from 1985 to 2000 is such a rich case study
to understand a changing nation.

Placing an emphasis on ideological change over time, the first chapter of
Making the Radical Palatable explicates keywords. Since ideology is such a
contested concept, it is important to align its use in this volume with the schol-
ars that inform the book’s understanding of the term. These are Althusser
and Williams, primarily, taking from Althusser the idea that ideology is an
unconscious lens through which people see the world, and from Williams a
model of change through structures of feeling in a mix of emergent, domi-
nant, and residual ideologies. However, since both Althusser and Williams
were neo-Marxists, it is important to locate this book’s use of their concepts
outside the culture industry framework of the Frankfurt School. To that
end, Chapter 1 contextualizes Dialectic of Enlightenment within European
history, to show that, as a product of its time, it overestimates the power
of propaganda and the dominant ideology. Nevertheless, the simultaneous
use of materialist analysis and rejection of Marxist pessimism regarding the
culture industry requires further explanation than mere historical contextu-
alization of the Frankfurt School.

To this end, the first chapter provides an account of how mainstream the-
atre works in concert with the media to help create the national imaginary.
Political theorist Benedict Anderson’s interest in newspapers’ expansion of
ideology across a nation is part of this explanation of the national imagi-
nary, but even more so are James Carey’s thoughts on journalism since that
was his specialty. Expanding beyond the news media, the first chapter also
situates mainstream theatre spectatorship within the Birmingham School’s
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reader response theories and suggests along with theatre scholar Susan
Bennett that the peripherals of the production—the neighborhood, program
notes, and advertising—are crucial to understanding the ideological trans-
action taking place when one attends the theatre. Examining the production
text as a multifaceted object beyond what happens onstage communicates
an actor network theory 4 la the sociologist Bruno Latour into which the
four case studies may be placed and analyzed.

The remaining four chapters are each dedicated to a single case study,
every one constituting a particular turning point in mainstream theatrical
representation and reception of gay characters in plays from 1985 to 2000
that take HIV/AIDS as their topics. While some films during the period also
represented similar themes, this study is primarily interested in the effects
of mainstream theatre. Thus, it focuses on plays, and if it mentions films,
does so to provide context. Besides, mainstream theatre more quickly took
on the subjects of HIV/AIDS. The plays each mark a significant shift in how
AIDS plays were received/interpellated, which means that they differ in
significant ways. While all take HIV/AIDS as a topic and portray gay men
on the mainstream New York stage, this book questions the assumption
that all mainstream theatre must suffer a conformist straightjacket. Instead,
by placing the productions firmly into their historical and material con-
texts, Making the Radical Palatable demonstrates the variety and volatility
of mainstream theatre and its political potential. First and foremost, as the
title suggests, this book demonstrates how some aspects of each case study
were radical enough to usher in ideological change while other aspects were
palatable enough to be produced in a mainstream venue.

This is, then, by no means a survey of LGBT theatre in the 1980s and
1990s. Making the Radical Palatable does not seek a breadth of case studies.
Instead, it examines productions in depth, making use of a methodology
suggested by Savran in which productions’ “cultural and economic positions”
are prized above authorial intention.!” And whereas each spectator would
have brought his or her own expectations, hopes, and desires to the produc-
tions under study, Making the Radical Palatable utilizes reviews as archival
sources of representative responses. While not every spectator will be repre-
sented by reviews, understanding how a review by a liberal gay critic in the
The Advocate differs from that of a conservative critic in The Wall Street
Journal gives a sense of how the same production was incorporated into
varying ideological standpoints. By concentrating on the material perfor-
mance and reception of four premiers in New York City, Making the Rad-
ical Palatable shows how mainstream theatre helped change the dominant
ideology over one 15-year period. It aims to encourage others to examine
political aspects of mainstream theatre in different geographies and eras.

HIV was declared an epidemic in 1983, and performances ranging from
benefits to vigils to theatrical works sprang up almost immediately. However,
a play that is frequently heralded as the “first” play to address HIV/AIDS
is the subject of the book’s second chapter: Larry Kramer’s The Normal



Downloaded by [National Library of the Philippines] at 23:16 01 November 2017

Introduction 9

Heart produced off-Broadway at the Public Theatre in 1985. Regardless
of claims to primacy, The Normal Heart was, as Roman notes, “the most
notorious AIDS play of the 1980s ... [because it] relentlessly castigated the
various structures of power contributing to the AIDS crisis.”'® As such, it
was one of the first HIV/AIDS plays to command a multiplicity of reviews
in national papers, an important aspect of the production as AIDS was still
relatively unknown at the time of the play’s production. Further, because
Kramer based the play on actual events, such as his role in forming the activ-
ist group Gay Men’s Health Crisis, the play was received more as activist
journalism than as theatre. This was reinforced by the Public’s advertising
campaign, the set design, and the lobby displays that held informative mate-
rial and ways to get involved in the fight against HIV/AIDS. While many
reviews found the artistry of the play lacking, nearly all found its subject
matter compelling, making it an important beginning of making gay men
and the disease visible in national discourse.

The third chapter centers on Tony Kushner’s Angels in America: A Gay
Fantasia on National Themes, produced on Broadway in 1993. Unlike The
Normal Heart, critics received this play as art and almost immediately
canonized it, from reviews comparing Kushner to classic U.S. playwrights to
a landslide of academic writing about the production. Most important about
this play, however, is the fact that reviewers frequently declared it “universal.”
That is, instead of being received as a propaganda play about a narrow
segment of the population—as The Normal Heart was labeled—Angels in
America was hailed as a play that, as its subtitle suggested, was about mat-
ters relevant to the entire nation. In part, its Broadway appeal depended on
conservative aspects of the script, such as its lack of class or gender critique,
but, in so doing, it reimagined middle-class, white, HIV-positive gay men as
potential U.S. citizens. Its famous end, though, was in the future tense: “We
will be citizens,”!” suggesting that there was more work to be done even if
this production was a major turning point in gay representation.

The fourth chapter’s subject, the 1996 musical Rent by Jonathan Larson,
may seem a step backward for LGBT civil rights because its dual protago-
nists are each straight, white, middle-class men. However, as already noted,
there is no need to believe in a forward progression of gay civil rights. And,
besides, Rent’s large ensemble included a host of ethnicities and sexualities,
including Making the Radical Palatable’s first examples of onstage lesbians,
bisexuals, and transgender characters, which provided support to the emergent
ideology of LGBT representation. And, of all the plays examined here, Rent
was the most commercially successful. While commercializing the HIV/AIDS
epidemic and the gay civil rights movement may prove distasteful to some,
it is also a sign that the dominant ideology in 1996 was willing to interpel-
late certain aspects of an emergent ideology in order to sell them. Rent was
hardly a radical play, but its conservative aspects, which harken back to U.S.
entertainment’s melodramatic roots, made it possible to sell a production
that included the spectrum of LGBT characters alongside relatively frank
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conversations about HIV/AIDS to adolescents from the suburbs, their parents,
and tourists. Beyond the effects of the production onstage, the original
cast album debuted at #19 on the Billboard charts, and the merchandis-
ing for the play included color spreads in popular magazines like People
and Rolling Stone, putting the play’s message out to a national audience
that might not be able to see the Broadway production. The popularity of
this national merchandising, again, hinged on the play’s very conservative
aspects, but without them its more progressive aspects—such as complete
LGBT Broadway representation—would not have been possible.

Finally, in Chapter Five, the book investigates a play that through an
appeal to emotion and Christian compassion successfully represents a gay,
HIV-positive man as a U.S. citizen, just like Angels in America prophesied.
That play is The Laramie Project, written by Moisés Kaufman and the
Tectonic Theater Project, produced off-Broadway in 2000. A docudrama
based on over 200 interviews with the citizens of Laramie, Wyoming, after
the brutal murder of the openly gay University of Wyoming student Matthew
Shepard, The Laramie Project successfully argues against the “gay panic
defense” in a representation onstage of a gay man deserving full protec-
tion of U.S. law. This approach was particularly successful because the play
was based on actual events, and the dialogue was based on verbatim lines
from interviews, so spectators supposed that The Laramie Project was a
more thorough examination of Shepard’s murder than the sound bites heard
throughout the crime’s immense media coverage. And because of the play’s
context, coming as it did two years after a flood of journalism about Shepard’s
murder and during a campaign by the Bill Clinton Administration to create
hate crimes legislation that protected LGBT citizens, the play was received as
a synecdoche for the nation. That is, rather than simply representing Laramie,
reviewers reported on the play as if it were a stand in for the United States.
And, if that were so, then the play’s rejection of the gay panic defense, and
the normalization of Shepard as a gay man with HIV, represents a turn in
stage representation to a more full citizenship for LGBT individuals.

Each chapter begins with a brief prologue and ends with a short epilogue.
These do not assume an audience familiar with the historical context of the
plays discussed. For instance, while Shepard’s murder was major national
news between 1998 and 2000, his name no longer resonates as it once did.
Thus, each prologue serves as a quick contextualization that gives the neces-
sary information to understand the circumstances that are expanded within
the chapter itself. The epilogues suggest the importance of each particular
case study before moving on to the next production in question. In this way,
the prologues and epilogues serve as signposts along the way within the man-
uscript. The conclusion of the book brings the previous chapters together and
goes beyond the confines of the case studies’ periods and theatre as a medium.

Giving reign to the ability of media such as film, television, and the
Internet to distribute representation beyond what live performance can do,
the conclusion points to how ritual communication can also take place in the
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culture industry outside the theatre. Each of the case studies was made into
a film between 2002 and 2014, and the conclusion posits how the screen
versions of the films may have affected the dominant ideology of the U.S.
and furthered the work begun by the plays’ theatrical debuts. Further, the
conclusion examines the popular “It Gets Better” videos initiated by gay
journalist Dan Savage in which over 50,000 people ranging from cele-
brities to random teens with laptops assure LGBT citizens that, if they are
experiencing bullying or prejudicial treatment, the future will be “better.”
This project boasts corporate sponsors, a video from U.S. President Barack
Obama, social media sites, a staff, and merchandise. In one sense, the exami-
nation of the “It Gets Better” project is the book’s most conjectural section
because it relies almost exclusively on textual analysis instead of a more full
examination of conditions of production and conditions of reception.

However, in another sense, the “It Gets Better” project is the book’s
most concrete evidence that invisibility of LGBT U.S. citizens is now an
impossibility. While there is still much work to be done before true equality
exists for LGBT citizens in the U.S., no LGBT youth can feel like the only gay
person in the world with 50,000 “It Gets Better” videos accessible via any
Internet connection. In fact, though only three decades ago LGBT youths
might have thought they were alone in the world, that world is beyond the
memory of those who grew up or were born after 2000. Therefore, demon-
strating mainstream theatre’s place in this ideological change is important
both to understand how the dominant ideology changes in general, but also
to specifically remember the pain of LGBT citizens who grew up and perhaps
died of HIV/AIDS, violence, or despair and suicide due to social invisibility.
This book is for them.
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Prologue

This book began with an image of the legalization of gay marriage in the
U.S. and its celebration, but this development, that some LGBT activists
saw as a move towards a more perfect union, was not seen as a panacea by
everyone in the gay civil rights movement. Rhodes Scholar Colin Walmsley,
writing in the Huffington Post, describes two very different 2015 Gay Pride
celebrations in New York City after the landmark Supreme Court decision.
At one, $80 could afford one a ticket to an outdoor concert and megaparty
billed as “one of the world’s top tier LGBT events.”! The other, just across
the Hudson River, was an impromptu party by homeless LGBT youth.
While recognizing that both groups celebrated the recent victories of the
gay civil rights movement, Walmsley worried that, “Although marriage is a
declaration of love, in many ways it is also an expression of interpersonal
stability, economic security and social respectability—attributes that many
marginalized LGBT people do not have.”> Walmsley’s concern was that the
homeless LGBT youth, primarily lower-income and people of color, would
not enjoy the benefits that came with marriage.

Nevertheless, Walmsley supported the movement to legalize gay marriage,
understanding it as a tactic to win mainstream support for the LGBT move-
ment more broadly. He writes, “The fight for gay marriage suggested that the
gay community had grown up, left its radical past behind ... replaced it with
a more wholesome image that mainstream America found more palatable.”?
For Walmsley, then, the Supreme Court decision was a double-edged sword.
On the one hand, it conferred new rights and status on LGBT citizens. On
the other, these rights primarily went to the privileged class of LGBT citizens
who had the wealth and stability to take advantage of them. Walmsley fretted
that such a division could bifurcate the LGBT community into an advan-
taged, assimilated class and a more radical, uncared for “fringe” community
of LGBT people.

This danger is well noted, but what Walmsley’s argument inherently sug-
gests is not that the gay marriage decision was a setback, or that assimilation
is, in itself, problematic. Instead, he implicitly hopes in his article that more
of the LGBT community will be assimilated and have the advantages of
legal respect and protection. While some might see this type of assimilation
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as a radical shift in the U.S. national imaginary, it is more of a liberal shift.
A useful, if simplistic, delineation between the two terms might be that a
radical wants to fundamentally change the structure of society while a liberal,
as a product of the Enlightenment, wants to include more people within the
existing and expanding structures of legal protection. Walmsley’s line of rea-
soning, and that of this book, is firmly in the liberal camp.

In order to be part of a liberal nation, one must be assimilated by it.* For
good or for ill, that is the fundamental lesson of the Enlightenment, under
the strictures of which we still live. If one is seen as property, chattel, or
otherwise less than human, one will not be part of the nation’s imagining of
itself. In other words, if one wants the protections and the oppressions that
come from the U.S. Constitution, Bill of Rights, and legal code, one must
fulfill the current definition of citizen. That definition, thankfully, is malleable.
Examining the mainstream theatre in which LGBT characters appeared
between 1985 and 2000 helps show how.

Art is part of how a nation defines the imaginary boundaries that enclose
some people and omit others. It is also a barometer of how a particular group
is received in a nation. As the cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz notes,
art in a nation is “a story they tell themselves about themselves.”> The self-
definition that takes place in national art is part of a rich web of signification
that helps define an acceptable citizen. But it is not a static classification. Not
only does the national imaginary change, it must be constantly performed.
Every day performances great and small, from national elections to news-
paper headlines, are the tools with which nations “are created, maintained,
and transformed.”® It stands to reason that the most prominent art—that is, the
art within the mainstream, or what others might call the culture industry—is
the most determining art of a nation’s daily constituency. Why, then, has the
scholarship on politics and performance concentrated primarily on radical
art outside mainstream theatres?

To some degree, theatre scholars focus on radical performance due to a
prejudice against mainstream theatre that suggests a play produced in the
culture industry cannot bite the hand that feeds it by critiquing the eco-
nomic structure of which it is a part. This begins with the Frankfurt School
of thought early in the twentieth century and is not wrong but overlooks the
ideological complexity of an artistic transaction within the culture industry.
For instance, in his foundational study on the politics of performance, Baz
Kershaw writes of mainstream theatre that seems to have liberal content:
“These plays appear to be attacking the injustices produced by late capital-
ist hierarchy and exploitation in modern democracies, but in the process of
being staged in theatre buildings, in submitting to contemporary theatre as a
disciplinary machine, they succumb to what they attack.”” The insight here
is that one cannot take a play’s content at face value, and a conservative set-
ting, such as the culture industry, affects the play’s ideological message. But
a play’s ideological content is not black and white. That is, one should not
assume a production is exclusively radical or conservative. Instead, looking
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at a specific production with as much nuanced analysis as possible often
shows aspects of radical, liberal, and conservative politics simultaneously
available to a spectator. And, besides what the production text encodes, each
spectator will decode the production differently as well.

In order to examine productions with such specificity, materialist semi-
otics may be used. Kershaw points to the theatre building as a disciplinary
system, and materialist semiotics includes an analysis of the theatre’s archi-
tecture as well as all conditions of production, such as the neighborhood,
advertising, historical context, and the text’s development history. Beyond
studying the conditions of production and the production text—including
mise-en-scéne—materialist semiotics likewise examines the conditions of
reception. Thus, reviews, program notes, merchandizing, and other periph-
eral aspects of the production that would influence spectators’ receptions are
examined. Taking all these variables into account shows how mainstream
AIDS theatre in the U.S. culture industry at the end of the twentieth century
helped the emergent ideology of gay civil rights enter the dominant ideologi-
cal discourse. But, beyond its oft-assigned negative definition opposing it to
radical and alternative performance, what exactly is mainstream theatre?

Mainstream is a label ubiquitously applied to many cultural artifacts
that are popular, commercial, and widely disseminated. Those are indeed
aspects of mainstream theatre in the twentieth century, but a definition
needs more precision. Popular with whom? Is the profit motive of a Broad-
way production the same as an off-Broadway theatre’s non-profit attempt to
make money to put back into the organization? And because theatre, by its
location-specific nature, will never be as widely disseminated as film or
television, what line must be crossed before a play is disseminated enough to
be considered mainstream? In answering these questions, it is again useful
to appeal to specificity and to the fact that mainstream theatre’s definition
must be relational rather than essential. That is, rather than claiming that
a production is mainstream or not, there is a spectrum on which one can
measure a production’s mainstream status. For instance, Broadway and off-
Broadway are the theatrical loci of U.S. theatre, and productions housed
there are likely to have national press coverage, advertising campaigns
spanning multiple states to cater to New York’s tourist trade, and, if suc-
cessful, national awards, that will carry their titles across the United States.
By contrast, a production at a large Equity—that is, union contracted—
theatre in Chicago will certainly be mainstream in Chicago, complete with
local press coverage and advertising that reaches the many millions that live in
Chicago and its suburbs, but it may not have the national reach of Broadway
and off-Broadway. Moving down the spectrum, a small, 30-seat theatre in
a remote Chicago neighborhood with advertising only consisting of post-
ers hung in local coffee shops will not qualify as a radical performance as
defined by scholars such as Kershaw, but is certainly not as mainstream as
Broadway or Chicago’s Equity theatres. However, even that 30-seat theatre in
Chicago will receive reviews in the local press and be eligible for area awards.
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And there are far more factors: is a movie star in a Chicago production?
Is a production of a musical premiering in a town outside New York before
transferring to Broadway? Is a regional production part of a national tour
that originated on Broadway? These and other aspects may all add to a pro-
duction’s mainstream status.

Many of the qualities that made up the traits that led to a theatre pro-
duction’s mainstream status in the U.S. at the end of the twentieth century
were economic connections to the culture industry. For instance, because
sizeable ticket sales were a primary goal, an ideal audience for mainstream
theatre was the largest and most inclusive group possible with varied back-
grounds, political beliefs, and personal identities. Similarly, in the hope of
promoting ticket sales, a production would likely have had an official, gala
opening night, to which all major reviewers were invited, leading to reviews
in high-subscription periodicals. A well-known venue also contributed
to mainstream theatre’s social visibility, and, hence, ticket sales. All these
attempts to sell tickets also facilitated mainstream theatre’s “registration
into theatre history.”® The mainstream review process—far larger than that
of alternative theatre or radical performance—functions as history’s first
judgment of the production. And a popular or “landmark” production at a
theatre may secure more spectators at following shows, in some case leading
avant garde troupes, such as The Wooster Group, down a path from alterna-
tive to mainstream theatre complete with commercial touring shows.

Capitalism’s ability to incorporate and sell radical performances as
mainstream leads to the skepticism many scholars of politics and perfor-
mance feel towards the liberal political potential of mainstream theatre. Elin
Diamond, in her decisive text examining performance and cultural politics,
assigns conservative disciplinary power to theatre and gives radical perfor-
mance the ability for “dismantling textual authority, illusionism, and the
canonical actor in favour of the polymorphous body of the performer.”’
Similarly, in the introduction to Performance, Identity, and the Neo-Political
Subject, Matthew Causy and Finton Walsh write that “capitalism sees in the
fracturing of identity a wonderfully lucrative commercial project” of which
mainstream theatre is a part and that radical performance may resist.'? But
if mainstream theatre and, by extension mainstream culture, can only reflect
the dominant ideology to which it sells its products, what accounts for shifts
in mainstream entertainment? Is mainstream theatre merely reflective of
political change that is accomplished elsewhere? Or, can mainstream theatre
help to effect change?

Making the Radical Palatable demonstrates that mainstream theatre is
able to simultaneously incorporate elements of an emergent ideology while
reproducing enough of the dominant ideology to be palatable within the
culture industry. Although the object of study in Making the Radical Palatable
is the U.S. gay civil rights movement at the end of the twentieth century,
to understand the book’ position one must first understand that it has an
atypical interpretation of the Frankfurt School’s culture industry concept.
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First proposed in 1944, the typical culture industry notion fuels the pessi-
mism of much scholarship on politics and performance. But when the culture
industry’s largely ignored WWII context is invoked, one can see that the
typical view gives too much power to the dominant ideology. Likewise, to
understand this book’s suggestion about how mainstream theatre functions
in liberal political change, one must understand how Making the Radical
Palatable specifically utilizes the term ideology. Like the culture industry,
ideology is often employed in work on political performance in a particu-
larly pessimistic Marxist fashion. Making the Radical Palatable understands
ideology based on Marxist foundations but also utilizes the Birmingham
School’s insights to help account for change in the national imaginary. The
concept of the nation in this book is heavily reliant on Benedict Anderson,
but equally so on media studies, particularly James Carey’s theories of mass
communication and newspapers. Before moving on to the case studies, then,
each of these concepts must be dealt with in turn.

The Culture Industry in Context

In 1938, soon after what would be their final meeting, Walter Benjamin
wrote to Theodor Adorno of a great sadness. Benjamin wrote from Paris,
and Adorno would soon sail for New York with his wife, all in exile from
Nazi Germany. Benjamin told his great friend and collaborator, “as regards
the sadness I referred to above, there were, apart from my presentiment,
sufficient reasons for it. For one thing, it is the situation of the Jews in
Germany, from which none of us can disassociate himself.”!! Indeed, the
Nazis stripped Benjamin, a German Jew, of German citizenship, and he
spent three months in a French prison camp as a stateless man. Though
he was released, Benjamin would not survive the war, dying at his own
hand after he was unable to escape Europe despite a visa to the U.S. that
colleague Max Horkheimer had negotiated. It was in this environment that
Horkheimer and Adorno wrote Dialectic of Enlightenment in which they
coined the phrase, “the culture industry.”

While the work’s central tenets—that mainstream art has become a
commodity and that it and twentieth century political slogans are similarly
structured—are brilliantly argued, for 70 years the culture industry con-
cept has been used primarily without contest or contextualization. All texts
are products of their times and must be understood as such in order to
properly utilize their insights. Ideas are not transportable from one time to
another without some translation. The culture industry concept has often
been taken wholesale, from 1944 to the present; thus it has continued an
overestimation of the power of the culture industry to control the masses
in writing on political theatre. The literary theorist Terry Eagleton writes that
for Horkheimer and Adorno, “Capitalist society languishes in the grip of an
all-pervasive reification, all the way from commodity fetishism and speech
habits to political bureaucracy and technological thought. This seamless
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monolith of a dominant ideology is apparently devoid of contradictions.”

This means that, according the Horkheimer and Adorno’s use of the culture
industry, no space exists within mainstream art for resistance to the domi-
nant ideology. In this way, citing Dialectic of Enlightenment has been used
to justify a distrust of mainstream theatre.

Given their concern with what they call the “hordes ... of Hitler youth,”!3
it is not surprising that Horkheimer and Adorno view the masses as hot wax
on which propaganda—such as Triumph of the Will—can imprint a hateful
worldview. Their colleague, Siegfried Kracauer, also offers this explanation
for ordinary Germans’ behavior during World War II in his foundational
work on German film From Caligari to Hitler, so blaming the culture indus-
try for Nazi Germany’s heinous crimes obviously held weight in the moment.
But excusing Nazi soldiers’ guilt due to media indoctrination is not born out
by historical evidence that has since come to light.

In the quintessential work on the psychology of German soldiers who
killed Polish Jews during World War II, Christopher Browning finds that
the majority of his historical subjects were not particularly ideologically
motivated. The Major who commanded the unit Browning studied in depth
was not even “considered SS material” by his Nazi superiors.'* What drove
the men to murder unarmed civilians, including women, children, and
infants, was not Nazi media inculcation, but simply a desire to conform
and submit to authority, more in the vein of the psychology experiments of
Phillip Zimbardo'® and Stanley Milgram'® than a particular susceptibility
to propaganda.'” And the major vulnerability that the European Jews—
such as Benjamin—faced was their lack of state protection, their want of
citizenship.'® Which is why, though it is not an analogous situation, Making
the Radical Palatable particularly notes the question of citizenship sur-
rounding LGBT people in the United States, especially when threatened by
HIV/AIDS in the 1980s and 1990s. Without full citizenship, a person is not
protected by the mechanisms of the nation. But Horkheimer and Adorno
wrote before historical work demonstrated the rationale used by ordinary
men who became genocidal killers, and Dialectic of Enlightenment exhibits
the belief that Nazi propaganda stood as a prime mover for the chaos of
World War II.

This is in large part because Horkheimer and Adorno believe specta-
tors to be blank slates on which the culture industry may write. But the
work of Stuart Hall and the Birmingham School contradict this uncom-
plicated view of ideological transmission. Hall suggests that regardless of
how a text is “encoded,” it may be “decoded” in three distinct ways: the
dominant-hegemonic position in which the viewer completely believes the
text;'” the negotiated position in which the viewer agrees with the “dominant
definition of events while reserving the right to make a more negotiated
application to ‘local conditions’;”2? and, finally, the oppositional mode in
which “events which are normally signified and decoded in a negotiated way
begin to be given an oppositional reading.”?! Horkheimer and Adorno’s view
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of spectators as tabula rasa on which media prints itself is defied by Hall’s
work and is, perhaps, partly a product of their formalist analysis.

Horkheimer and Adorno make the formalist mistake of giving priority
to structure over context. Their formal analysis that “works of art, suitably
packaged like political slogans, are pressed on a reluctant public at reduced
prices by the culture industry” remains as relevant in 2015 as on the day
they wrote it.>? But their equivalence of Nazi propaganda and 1940s U.S.
entertainment takes neither context nor content into account. This lack of
contextual specificity leads to Horkheimer and Adorno’s suggestion th