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You ain’t never had a friend like Leroy

T
he appeal of  BBC’s 

Jamillah and Aladdin, 

taking place between 

London and ancient 

Baghdad, is that according 

to one of  its stars anyone can 

identify with its protagonist. 

Currently playing the role of  the 

genie in the second series, Hackney 

resident Leroy Osei-Bonsu believes 

that “the fact that we’ve introduced 

a new character to the tale, being a 

girl who is well spoken and of  

colour, gives different cultures, 

different races and different 

religions the chance to be more 

connected with what is happening 

on-screen”.

“I keep getting a lot of  people 

recognising me on the street 

because of  it,” says Leroy. 

“Audiences from all different 

backgrounds comment on the show 

and their response is that they 

finally have something the kids and 

the rest of  the family can relate to. 

It helps you realise the importance 

of  what the show is about.”

The premise of  program is loosely 

based on the fairytale Aladdin, but 

with a contemporary twist, 

Jamillah is from 2016’s inner 

London.  However, she travels back 

in time to meet 11-year-old Aladdin 

and his friend Genie. 

The traditional story of  Aladdin, 

particularly the role of  Genie, has 

over the years become both 

theatrically and cinematically 

iconic. From annual pantomimes of  

the classic fairytale taking place in 

local theatres, to Disney’s 1992 

version starring Robin Williams, 

Genie is a much loved character, 

meaning that Leroy has had to 

bring something fresh to the table.

“Aladdin is full of  mischief. He 

and Jamillah get into a lot of  

scrapes and it is the Genie’s job to 

help them figure things out, rather 

than simply mending everything.

“The beauty of  the Genie is that 

he does have these magical powers, 

but he doesn’t just hand out the 

answers. I tried to create a cool but 

down-to-earth Genie, like a big 

brother character who has powers, 

keeping him fun and energetic.”

Although set in Baghdad, it was 

shot in the piercing heat of  South 

Africa to maintain the authenticity 

of  the show’s exotic setting.

“Shooting out there really helped 

the production and the crew to 

embrace what we are trying to 

achieve. It helped create the exotic 

lands where the show is supposed to 

take place. There are times where 

Aladdin walks down roads alone 

and for scenes it is essential to see 

as far as physically possible to add 

to their authenticity.”

“Children are honest and smart as 

well. They can see when something 

doesn’t feel right and they will turn 

their heads straight away. You don’t 

want to do that by putting it in the 

wrong location.”

Yet while the show is popular with 

its young audience, it’s also a hit 

with the parents who control the 

remote. Why is this the case?

“Although Jamillah and Aladdin 

is a children’s show, the majority of  

the characters are adults, living 

everyday village life. It isn’t 

something that is going to be cheesy 

or something that a parent wouldn’t 

want to engage with and it appeals 

because there are funny moments 

that will make them giggle.”

 ■ The Genie, 
Aladdin and 
Jamillah.

JAMILLAH AND ALADDIN

Leroy Osei-Bonsu talks 
to LUCINDA BORRELL 
about playing the Genie 
in Jamillah and Aladdin
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If  the Matilda team felt pressure 

to repeat their success – and live 

up to Harold Ramis’s beloved Bill 

Murray-starring film – there’s no 

sign of  it in this sensational 

adaptation, easily the best new 

home-grown musical of  recent 

times. 

Jaded weatherman Phil 

Connors winds up trapped in a 

purgatorial time loop in folksy, 

“small-town USA” Punxsutawney, 

reliving one day again and again 

until he finds redemption. 

Screenwriter-turned-book 

writer Danny Rubin sticks 

closely to the original, though 

there’s welcome development of  

the lead female role. 

Director Matthew Warchus and 

choreographer Peter Darling 

superbly convey the tricky 

metaphysical premise through 

meticulous and at times surreally 

expressionistic repetitions, 

crisply performed by a well-

drilled ensemble. Theirs is an 

inventive, firmly theatrical 

staging, offering playful lo-fi 

versions of  filmic set-pieces – 

assisted by Rob Howell’s design, 

Paul Kieve’s illusions and a 

superb orchestra.

Tim Minchin’s luminous, 

narrative-driven score is a feast 

of  styles, from mellow bluegrass 

to nihilistic rock. The high-speed 

lyrical wit and richly layered 

variations means it will – appro-

priately enough – reward endless 

repeat trips.

American actor Andy Karl 

delivers a star-making turn. 

Where Murray was laconic, his 

Phil is a pill-popping sleazebag 

masking vulnerability with 

furious sarcasm. Karl’s versatile 

performance, effortless vocals 

and dynamic physical comedy are 

sensational. As Rita, assured, 

clear-voiced Carlyss Peer wryly 

ponders contradictory 21st 

century romance, and there’s 

strong support from Andrew 

Langtree and Georgina Hagen.

It’s a resonant piece, from the 

hopelessness of  those trapped by 

circumstance to regional culture 

gulfs and the role of  community. 

The nuanced climax avoids 

syrupy sentimentality – love is 

the redeemer, but it’s a messy 

force, both rooted in knowledge 

and experience and bursting 

through in the shock of  a world 

made fresh. The familiar becomes 

the great innovator, as it does in 

this total creative triumph.

Marianka Swain

Sensational staging is a creative triumph

 ■ Carlyss Peer and Andy Karl in Groundhog Day at The Old Vic. 
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