The Warm-Up - When Prophecy Fails
Kate Molleson: Hello, and welcome to the Edinburgh International Festival 2026. I'm Kate Molleson, and this is The Warm Up, an insider's guide to the performance that you're about to experience. It's now time to look at When Prophecy Fails, the latest production from the award-winning Scottish ensemble Groupwork. Here to tell us more about the play will be Vicky Manderson, as well as Finn and Lewis den Hertog.
Vicki Manderson: Hello, my name's Vicky Manderson. I am the choreographer and co-director of When Prophecy Fails. 
Finn den Hertog: I'm Finn den Hertog. I am the other co-director, and I am co-writer of When Prophecy Fails, and I'm also co-artistic director of Groupwork with Vicky. 
Lewis den Hertog: I'm Lewis den Hertog. I'm the co-writer of When Prophecy Fails, and the video designer and sound and music designer The way this story appeared in my life was when I looked up the meaning of the phrase cognitive dissonance, because it had been in the news and on, on social media quite a lot during, uh, 2016.
I looked up the phrase, and in looking it up, there was, uh, mention of this book, When Prophecy Fails, a psychological study carried out in 1954. The sort of blurb for that book immediately jumped out at me as something that was a kind of ready-made story from real life that had just so many kind of delicious, fascinating elements to it.
At the heart of it is this woman, who in the book is referred to as Marian Keech, because the authors of the book used pseudonyms for everyone. Uh, they were real people, uh, who, who were being studied, but Marian Keech is the pseudonym used in the book. She, at a certain point, I think in 1953, began to receive messages telepathically from a voice that claimed to be her deceased father.
And the way she was receiving these messages was through automatic writing. She would feel her hand kind of tingle, and then she would start writing with a pen, and these messages would appear on the page. And to begin with, it was a voice claiming to be her dead father, and eventually that voice turned into an entity called Sananda, which claimed to be a cosmic reincarnation of Jesus Christ.
Marian Keech was a Christian as well as being interested in these, um, supernatural things. This voice, Sananda, then began to tell her that a global cataclysm was coming, and that she would need to prepare herself and help others prepare, and those who were faithful enough and prepared enough would be rescued from the cataclysm, uh, by a flying saucer.
As the book unfolds, you start to see that because it's a kind of psychological study, every person involved has been sort of dissected, so you've sort of got pre-made characters in a way that have depth and, and, uh, and that depth is kind of, uh, explained in sort of quite clinically by the book. 
Finn den Hertog: The fact that this is a study, the fact that when you read the book, there is a sense in which we, the audience, are kind of looking at these people and going, "Well, yeah, they're weirdos, aren't they?
They believe this weird stuff." And yet we were interested in like, well, what's the opposite of that? What's the... How do we make the audience feel like they would like to be part of this group? 
Vicki Manderson: They met in her living room. Yeah. And they, they spent a long time in silence waiting- Mm ... for something to happen, waiting for messages, so that it felt like there's, I don't know, from reading the book, felt there was a real re- respect for Marian.
But also she, she invited all these people into her house, so she had a mutual respect for them, for the belief, I think. 
Finn den Hertog: Yeah. 
Vicki Manderson: I'm the choreographer, kind of movement person, and we quite often start with movement. There might be like an image or a scene that we've kind of, you know, talked about, and then we'll go into it through, uh, a physical, um, place first, and that starts to influence other things.
Um, so like we're, you know, we're always all in the room and we- we're able to kind of work live. There's, there's not really any kind of like prep. There is preparation obviously, but not like planning the exact day. We're able to kind of really, um, you know, work with the actors. They give us a lot of information as well.
What we're trying to do as Groupwork is be like a kind of non-hierarchical company, so everyone's able to offer their things to the table.
Finn den Hertog: To begin with, we were kind of going, "Well, how does dance fit into this piece?" Mm-hmm. A lot of it's about people sitting around waiting. What's the physical language of that? And so then you just go, "Well, let's, let's see what it looks like if people are just sitting around waiting." And that leads to a, a movement language.
But also you see what happens when you just create a, a tableau, a scene or, or whatever. It's visual theatre. The audiovisual world as well becomes really important, like music, uh, that Lewis creates, or Lewis finds, or we all find and bring into the room. That will then lead to scenes, you know, emerging.
Yeah. So it, it, it comes about that way. It comes about through kind of improvisation, and that's not about always improvisation with the actors. It's about us improvising as- Mm-hmm ... as makers as well. Yeah. As we said before, we, we spent lots of periods developing the work. 
Lewis den Hertog: Mm-hmm. 
Finn den Hertog: Eventually, when we went into rehearsals, we had a text, but the text came from the improvisation.
The text- Mm ... came from instinct. The text came from images. And in a way, when we were in the room writing that text, we set ourselves the task of not worrying about ourselves as, as directors later on. 
Lewis den Hertog: Mm. 
Finn den Hertog: You know? Like, just write what we need to write. Write the image that we feel we want to see, and then make, you know, we force ourselves to solve that issue lat- you know, when we actually get into the room.
And that, that- Yeah ... that was really fun this time- Mm. Yeah ... around, I think. And then the way that the other collaborators, you know, our, our, our amazing team of, of designers, Milla Clarke, who's the set and costume designer, Benny Goodman, who, who's the lighting designer, and our incredible cast, the way that they then, their collaboration adds to the pot.
I mean, some of the stuff in this show wasn't really... We didn't find it until our, our technical rehearsals because- Mm ... it needed light and sound and video to all be working together before we had that kind of like, "Aha." Yeah. "Yes, that's what this moment is." As a collective, this is our debut at, at the festival, but as individuals, we've all had work on at EIF before.
We know the, the territory, and yet, as a company, this feels like a real moment for us because this is the thing that we dream about, and we've been kind of dreaming together for some time, this, this work. For that to sit alongside a lineage of work from around the world, from Europe and, and elsewhere in the world feels really, uh, special to us.
Mm. And, and we're really honored to be part of it
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