It all began tonight
West Side Story at the Royal Albert Hall on June 22
was a seminal moment for Marianka Swain

Bernado (George Chakiris) leads the
Sharks into ﬁnger-snapping battle

T

here is a peculiar magic to
live performance. Whether
it’s the possibility of
witnessing a unique improvised
moment or comical mishap, or
the fact that otherwise disparate
audience members and artists
are united in that one shared
moment, a great live performance
is something that stays with you
long after you leave the theatre.
It’s impossible to experience
that exact sensation watching a
ﬁlm made 50 years ago, but the
remastered version of West Side
Story shown at the Royal Albert
Hall, accompanied by the Royal
Philharmonic Concert Orchestra
(RPCO), almost managed it. In
truth, the remastering was really
just a marginal improvement and
the sound needed to be louder
and sharper to ﬁll the vast space,
but the scale and emotional
intensity of the event made for
a spine-tingling experience.
Jayce Ogren, the RPCO’s
masterful conductor, struck a

perfect balance
between faithfully
re-creating the
iconic score
and summoning
a passionate
performance
from the
musicians, a task
that required
great technical
control. “It was
like learning a
new language,”
he explains. “Usually, I get to
know a piece really well and
develop my interpretation, but
in this case, the interpretation
is already there, so we have to
ensure our tempo and dramatic
reading corresponds to the ﬁlm.
“However, it’s a great gift to
be able to draw on something
with such energy and vitality – it
takes the score to another level.
West Side Story is probably
closest to opera in that it perfectly
combines music and drama,
supported brilliantly
by the dancing –
every element is
at its highest.”

a striking view of their treasured
favourite. West Side Story of
course achieves that by cleverly
transporting Shakespeare’s
Romeo and Juliet to New York’s
racially divided gangland, and
this anniversary version, while
unable to correct ﬂaws such as
the questionable casting of the
lovers, reinvigorates it enough
to make a case for the ﬁlm not
as an archived classic, but a
contemporary masterpiece.
I spent the evening swinging
between happy recognition
of its familiar brilliance – the
combination of wit and pathos,
style and storytelling, still relevant
social drama and escapist artistry
– and surprise at the sheer
emotional power of the music,
dynamism and daring of Jerome
Robbins’ choreography and
agonising beauty of the narrative.
My enjoyment was intensiﬁed
by my reactions being ampliﬁed
by a packed Albert Hall audience
– my chuckles rippling out into
laughter, my reﬂective moments
during the impossibly romantic
and horribly tragic moments
matched by a collective stillness.
I may not have been present
at the 1961 original, but I
came tantalisingly close. ●

A

notable
remake of a
well-known piece
of art ﬁnds new
colours in beloved
words, notes and
steps, winning over Anita (Rita Moreno) and the
Shark girls take on the boys
newcomers and
in the iconic rooftop “America”
giving aﬁcionados
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