
The Warm-Up – Angels In America
Kate: Hello and welcome to the Edinburgh International Festival 2026. I'm Kate Mollison, and this is The Warm Up, an insider's guide to the performance that you're about to experience. And now we take a look at Ivo van Hove's version of Tony Kushner's seminal play, Angels in America. We're gonna hear from two of the actors in the play, Jesse Mensah and Marika Habenk.
Marika actually starred in the very first run of this play in 1991. But first, here is our festival director, Nicola Benedetti 
Nicola: Angels in America will be one of the pivotal moments in this year's festival, welcoming back International Theatre of Amsterdam, one of Europe's most consistently exciting and innovative and bold ensembles.
Um, especially after their appearances of A Little Life in 2022 and Penthesilea in 2024. I know that there'll be great anticipation from our audience to see what they do next. But also to be welcoming them back into the space of the King's Theatre after the major renovations which have been taking place over the last four years.
Now, it has been over 30 years since Tony Kushner's Angels in America premiered in London, and it has since, of course, become an epoch-defining work of American theater. In this particular production, director Ivo van Hove is creating a radical reworking of this seminal piece of theater, and Tony Kushner himself has actually said that this is his favorite version of the play.
Now, Angels in America, as many of you probably know, came out of a very specific moment in 1980s America, the Reagan era, at the time of AIDS crisis that was devastating communities up and down the country but was a particular sort of epicenter in the city of New York. There was a real sense that those in power were turning a blind eye and were absolutely disengaged from the crisis that was unfolding.
What this piece does so brilliantly is bring the huge scale of that crisis down to the level of the individual lives, showing us very real and personal stories unfolding against that bigger political landscape. Now structurally, the work is originally in two parts: Millennium Approaches and Perestroika, which is Russian for restructuring or rebuilding.
This version brings these two plays together, which will be a single extended experience, so it unfolds as one continuous journey. Now, that means quite a marathon for everyone who's there. I think its running time is about five hours long, so you're, you know, in it for the long haul. But I'm a big fan. In case you haven't worked that out already, I'm a big, big fan of lengthy investment pieces.
One that everyone involved, the performers on stage, and everybody that is experiencing it from an audience's point of view knows that you are entering into this lengthy collective investment of time, of focus, and of the collective experience. It's just worth it. By the time you get to the end, you know you've all been through something together.
What Angels in America keeps returning to is the idea of change, that it's unavoidable and often extremely painful, but it is also necessary, and that even in the middle of crisis, there is the possibility of connection and of, I guess, reinvention. And that, of course, could not be more apt given our festival theme of that collective participation in something that feels very hopeful to all rise 
Marieke Heebink: Hello, I'm, uh, Marieke Heebink.
Uh, I work at ITA for more than 30 years, and I am playing in Angels in America, the rabbi, the communists, the doctor, Hannah, and Ethel 
Jesse Mensah : And my name is Jesse Menza. I've been working for the ITA Ensemble for almost five years now, and I play Mr. Lies and Belize in Angels in America. 
Marieke Heebink: We don't have a decor, you know?
It's just an open space, so we create everything ourselves. That, that... So it takes a lot of concentration, but, you know, it's nice when it's demanding 
Jesse Mensah : To me, it also... As, as one who stepped in way later, it, it also feels, um, the, the play you made is so generous for actors- Mm-hmm ... 'cause, because of the empty space and, and it also is, uh, I think the, the intense part about it as well is that we have to tell the story about the whole world.
Marieke Heebink: Yeah 
Jesse Mensah : Uh, and that is so well done by you guys- Mm ... as well. Also in the play that- Mm ... how it's written, but also how- Mm ... how Ivo and Marieke and Hans and Eelco, who are still part of the old cast, um, made it 
Marieke Heebink: Ivo gives us a lot of space. I remember we made it after, uh, Roman Tragedies, which was very full of, um, technique, with a lot of screens, or i- in those time, big TVs, and cameras, and things like that.
So we were thinking, "Well, now, uh, we are gonna make a live movie or something." And then he told us, "No, there will be nothing." And we were, you know, panicked in a way. Mm. But with the music of David Bowie- 
Kate: Mm ... 
Marieke Heebink: which is very, very important. The music plays a big role in Angels in America. Ivo van Hove is a big, big fan of, uh, David Bowie.
He worked with him also with the musical, uh, Lazarus, and he was from his childhood on a very big fan. And so I don't know where the decision was made that it was only Bowie, but in my mind, i- I think it was always there 
Jesse Mensah : For some reason, it, it completely works, and I think it's such a clear choice that he chose for one music- Performer
performer 
Marieke Heebink: Ivo, uh, he directs on his ears. His ears are more important than his eyes. He knows exactly when it has to start or when it has to be loud or, uh... It's like recording a track or, uh, recording music 
Jesse Mensah : We think the play relates to the world we live in now most is, uh, for me, I think it's, it's the... For example, uh, there is a specific president of a specific country who, uh, is really, like, aiming for trans people, for example, or, or the LGBTQ community in general.
And I think maybe a part of that foundation or the start of that is the play we're gonna play, we're gonna show you. It has to do with the AIDS epidemic. Yeah, well, the AIDS epidemic first only struck gay people, so they became sort of a scapegoat. 
Marieke Heebink: Mm-hmm. 
Jesse Mensah : And I think it's something that is happening right now as well.
The LGBTQ community, uh, is being scapegoated completely 
Marieke Heebink: for- For everything. 
Jesse Mensah : Everything, with no actual reason. 
Marieke Heebink: Mm-hmm. 
Jesse Mensah : So I think that is the, the biggest overlap, unfortunately, uh, uh- Mm-hmm ... of the play and the world we live in now. 
Marieke Heebink: Mm-hmm. And a lot of fear also. Uh, yeah. That fear is really a, a thing now in this world, that you make fear or you are afraid of, and that's also what happens in this play.
There's a lot of fear and, uh, not knowing about it. Yeah, exactly. Yeah. And then what's so beautiful is, on this play is that in the end, the fear is not really gone, but people are coming together and are talking to each other, and people are able to forgive the other one. Mm-hmm. So it's a hopeful play in a way.
Kate: Jesse Mensah, Marika Habenk, and Nicola Benedetti. Angels in America runs at the King's Theatre from the 15th till the 20th of August. Supported by Sir Ewan and Lady Brown, with additional support from Robin and Vivienne Mingus.

