
 
Najee Brown, Co-director 
and writer, Mehr Mansuri of 
the New York a cappella 
musical Henry Box Brown, a 
fusion of R’n’B and gospel 
that tells the true story of an 
1850s Virginia slave who 
mails himself to freedom in a 
box. They talk about the show 
and the Edinburgh Festival 
Fringe… 

What’s different about your show this year? 

We have integrated three highly visceral new elements which also remind us of the rich 

contributions of African American culture to the world. These are: We have brought in 

Niyyirrah El, a formidable dancer, choreographer and drummer from NYC, whose live 

drumming is ever pulsing throughout the show, reminding us of the noble roots from which 

Henry and the enslaved populations came from. This also illustrates Henry’s own deep 

connection to music and to his family which fueled his faith and daring drive for 

freedom. We’ve incorporated powerful new choreography for both the white cast members 

and distinctly African inspired and heart stopping choreography (by Najee) performed by the 

African American cast. There are new spirituals that stop our hearts every time. 

How does it build on your previous show? 

This year we wanted to focus our lenses more on the triumph of the human spirit in the face 

of enormous adversity. We were not interested in re-enacting slavery but rather the human 

capacity for transcendence drawn from the innate nobility of all human beings. We have dug 

deeper into the African inspired oral-tradition connecting Henry to his noble ancestors. And 



 
we show more of Henry’s long-standing love of music and movement, and his family’s 

survival and celebration through music. One of my new favourite lines is “and when they 

took away our instruments, our feet took over”. 

Does it reflect what’s happening out there in the rest of the country/world? 

Our goal was not to reflect what’s happening out there but to focus on our capacity for 

transcendence which is definitely not what is happening out there. However, as we 

resurrected the inner life of a people who lived 200 years ago, to our sad and constant 

realisation, we saw that their struggles inextricably evoke our own familiar and damaged 

present.  Since what is happening out there in the rest of the world is catastrophically 

pointing to more intolerance, division and cruelty – we believe and hope that our show 

ignites the potential for what can happen, the possibility of eliciting more compassion, and 

more listening and learning from lives we have never lived. 

A former MI6 chief has just described the UK as being “in political nervous 

breakdown”. Do you relate to that? 

The concerns about the direction of politics and society are global and certainly not stopping 

at anyone’s border. We are optimists, in the sense that we believe that we are going 

through a kind of turbulent adolescence of mankind, a kind of coming of age, where we will 

(eventually) mature into seeing the essential oneness of humanity and the uselessness of 

man-made boundaries, as nature continuously reminds us. 

How does Edinburgh fit in with your yearly calendar? 

New York is dead in August and we perform extensively during the school year and most 

schools are out in August in the USA. So Edinburgh fits right in. 

 



 
Are Edinburgh audiences different from our other audiences? 

Our US audiences are very racially diverse however, we are thrilled to present this show to 

the mostly white/European audiences in Edinburgh who react very differently. In some ways 

they initially seem more restrained, but then they rise to their feet and wipe away tears of 

joy. There is also the wonderful challenge of those international Edinburgh audiences with 

language barriers but even they seem to speak the language of our music which translates 

beyond all languages. The Fringe has also introduced the ‘Fringe of Colour’ outreach 

programme, promising to attract and welcome audiences of colour and we can’t wait to see 

how this will affect the audience/performer dynamics. 

Any thoughts on rising costs of the festival?  

We hold our breath and jump. 

If there wasn’t Edinburgh, what would there be? 

Nowhere! It is a singular place where theatre junkies, theatre practitioners and the 

conscience of society across all racial, ethnic, etc lines are set aside and humanity is 

celebrated for its thoughtfulness, creativity, inclusivity – a real bubble in time. We are living 

in (arguably) the most exciting and challenging time in human history and we need this 

world gathering to demonstrate how we can celebrate unity in diversity, not uniformity. 

• Henry Box Brown, Gilded Balloon Patter Hoose – Big Yin, July 31-

August 26.  

• www.henryboxbrownthemusical.com 

 


