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A king’s time as ruler rises and falls like the 
sun. One day, Simba, the sun will set on my 
time here and will rise with you as the new 
king. These prophetic words from Mufasa, 
king of the Pridelands and father to lion 
cub Simba, set the tone for the timeless 
plot of Broadway’s The Lion King. Yet while 
the coterie of anthropomorphic charac-
ters—from the lions of Pride Rock to the 
soaring birds and sprightly antelopes—live, 
grow, and embrace “The Circle of Life,” 
the musical itself shows no signs of suc-
cumbing to a setting sun as it embarks on 
its 16th year on Broadway. 
    Indeed, even after the 15th anniversary 
celebration last November, Lion King 
audiences are finding the pulse of the 
Pridelands stronger than ever, with sell-out 
houses a regular occurrence.  
    The Lion King, adapted for the stage 
from the 1994 smash Disney film and 
iconic score by Elton John and Tim Rice, 
broaches the painful reality of losing a par-
ent when young Simba witnesses Mufasa’s 
murder at the hands of the greedy, invidi-
ous Scar, Mufasa’s brother and Simba’s 
uncle. The story loosely parallels Shake-
speare’s Hamlet as Simba vows to avenge 
his father’s untimely death, but veers away 
from total tragedy as revenge gives way 
to friendship—via tried-and-true cohorts 
meerkat Timon and warthog Pumbaa—
and love in the form of the enchanting 
lioness Nala. 

    Chantel Riley, who fiercely embodies 
the role of Nala at each performance, is 
elated to represent The Lion King during its 
historic anniversary. “The Lion King is one 
of my favorite Disney films. When I was 
younger, I always wanted to be Nala—I 
would think of how beautiful and strong 
she was. To actually be playing this role 
after watching it over a million times as a 
kid is a dream come true,” says Riley, add-
ing, “It is truly an honor and huge blessing 
to have become part of this show [during] 
such a big milestone...” 
    And even though Riley is new to the 
cast, she’s been well briefed on the history 
of the show’s run. “Throughout the years, 
there have been scenes that have been 
removed and even put back in,” she says. 
“It’s a great way to keep the show as fresh 
as it is now.”
   By contrast, ensemble member Camille 
Brown—a certified veteran with the full 
decade-and-a-half run under her belt—
never anticipated the longevity of her 
involvement. “I had no idea that 15 years 
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later I’d still be enjoying and performing in 
The Lion King.” For Brown, being part of 
the fêted production, now the fifth-longest 
running musical in Broadway history, is a 
true gift. “This year, it finally dawned on 
me that I’m in a sweet spot. I’m working 
with a talented group of people and I hap-
pen to love them. From what I can tell, 
they feel the same. I feel lucky.” 
    As the production moves full-tilt into 
towards its “sweet sixteen,” the vivacity 
and fervor put forth by the cast and crew 
is palpable, from the earth-shaking and 
harmonious African chants that strike audi-
ences to the core to the trailblazing aesthet-
ics—masks, costumes, and awe-inspiring set 
pieces that catapulted fearless director and 
designer Julie Taymor and her brood to 
clean house at the 1998 Tony Awards. 
    Bonita J. Hamilton, who portrays the 
scheming hyena Shenzi—a character that 
is “knee-deep in mischief”—finds that the 

musical’s positive message is what resonates 
most strongly. “Living the experience of 
echoing a story permeated with love, honor 
and devotion eight times a week can never 
get old,” she concludes. 

FUN FACTS TO “ROAR” ABOUT
• The Lion King has been seen by more than 65 million 
people in 15 different countries on five continents.
• Scar and Mufasa each wear two different masks: one 
moves and one is a stationary headdress.
• The largest and longest animal in the show is the Ele-
phant (nicknamed “Bertha” by the backstage crew when 
the show premiered in 1997). At 13 feet long and 9 feet 
wide, the puppet requires four actors to carefully walk 
her down the orchestra aisle. When not occupied by the 
actors, the puppet can collapse down flat for convenient 
backstage storage.
• Worn like a backpack, Pumbaa the Warthog is the 
heaviest costume weighing in at 45 pounds.
• There are six indigenous African languages spoken 
in the show: Swahili; Zulu; Xhosa (the click language); 
Sotho; Tswana; and Congolese.
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The Lion King is playing at the Minskoff Theatre, 200 W. 45th St. For tickets, call 866-870-2717 or 
visit disneyonbroadway.com.


