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REDD
Blue Boy, Barbican Theatre, 
London – September 27, 2019

THE RECENT DEVELOPMENT 
OF hip hop theatre has had a 
crucial advocate in company 
Boy Blue, formed by Kenrick 
“H20” Sandy and Michael 
“Mikey J” Asante. Their 
2017 Blak, Whyte, Gray drew 
acclaim for its restrained, 
stylised and sophisticated 
drama, rather than relying 
on some of hip hop’s more 
easily engaging qualities, 
and they now return to the 
Barbican where Boy Blue is 
an Artistic Associate with 
the even more formally 
challenging REDD. 

This new piece is darker, 
in all senses. The title riffs 
off the Gaelic verb meaning 
how the mind puts things 
in order, and REDD has 
a strikingly introspective 
quality. It tackles the 
complex idea of recovering 
from trauma and working 
towards inner peace – the 
hard-fought journey out 
of the void and towards 
the light. Boy Blue co-
presents this ambitious 
work with Dance Umbrella 
(it was also performed at 
Fairfield Halls, Croydon, as 
part of the latter’s Fairfield 
Takeover weekend). 

Though an ensemble 
work, it’s very much driven 
and powered by Sandy, 
who is the centre point of 
this physicalisation of an 
overwhelming emotional 
experience – perhaps grief or 
clinical depression, the kind 
of loss that traps the sufferer 
in their own harrowing 
world. Sandy is often 
isolated on stage, while the 
rest of the company acts as 
amplification of his psyche, 
or potential help or barriers 
to recovery: friends or family 
reaching out and being 
rebuffed, or terrible thoughts 
and fears closing in.

The choreography stresses 
how one body impacts 

on another; even when 
the dancers are separate, 
the reverberations are 
palpable. Sometimes, the 
rest of the ensemble gangs 
up on Sandy, moving as 
one ominous block, or 
their matching leaps and 
dives across the stage act 
as constant threats, like 
vultures circling their 
prey. As his tormented 
character struggles on, 
they manipulate his 
writhing body – hip hop 
isolations and waves used 
in unusual and interesting 
ways – and bar his path. 
At one point, he’s forced 
to lift each one in turn 
onto his weary shoulders, 
a striking sequence that 
recalls corpses being carried 
off a battlefield, or Atlas 
holding the world aloft.

There are also a few 
welcome changes of 
formation in this 75-minute 
piece. Particularly effective 
is Sandy’s showdown with 
Mikiel Donovan’s hulking 
nemesis – a stand-off 
characterised by rasping 
breaths and latent violence. 
Is this the alter ego he needs 
to confront before moving 
forwards? Before, we have 
a sense of sleepwalking 
evoked by Sandy’s 

extraordinarily controlled, 
slow-motion movement; 
this, though, seems to 
break him out of a pattern 
with a huge cathartic cry. 

There’s also a key 
collaboration with Emma 
Houston, whose fiery 
spirit and vivid, soaring 
movement act as a catalyst 
for change, a bringer of 
hope. Finally, colour enters 
this gloomy world: red 
scarves contrasting with 
the company’s washed-
out, stone-tinted costumes, 
and Charlie Morgan Jones’ 
deliberately dim lighting 
suddenly giving way to 
quick bursts that pick out 
each dancer in turn, bathing 
them in rainbow hues. In 
fact, lighting is a key facet 
throughout: the opening 
square of light evokes Sandy 
trapped in a cell, hunched 
into this punishing space 
while smoke whirls around 
him. Throughout, the series 
of spotlights ripple with 
the movement, adding to 
the sensory immersion, or 
suddenly illuminate the 
stage to indicate the start 
of a new story chapter.

Vital, too, is Asante’s 
skin-crawling, gut-churning 
soundscape: an insistent lo-fi 
score with hisses, growls and 

crackling jolts. It’s perfectly 
tailored to the movement, 
so that one seems to emerge 
from the other and vice 
versa – the vicious cycle that 
Sandy’s character is trying 
to claw his way out of, only 
to be struck down by a 
sudden musical accent like 
a machine gun-esque rattle. 

It all adds up to a piece 
that’s remarkable in its 
communication of a difficult, 
complex, interior and very 
personal experience, and 
in using hip hop language 
– including powerful 
krump, crisp pop and 
locking, and breakdance 
elements like big, bouncing 
windmills – to explore it. 
However, in committing to 
the spiralling monotony of 
depression, it also creates 
rather a punishing audience 
experience. It’s almost too 
relentless in hammering 
home its points, yet – in 
contrast – the resolution 
feels too brief, even as its 
relief is welcome. If flawed, 
the creative ambition here 
should be applauded, as 
should Boy Blue’s brave 
plunge into the dark.

MARIANKA SWAIN

Above: Mikiel Donovan and 
Kenrick “H2O” Sandy in REDD. 
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