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BiRESTORS NOTES:

What happens on the streets of New York one year is here on the streets of South

Auckland the next. Whether the gangs are Sharks and Jets or Crips and Bloods or Killer
Bees they arise from the same basic mix of poverty, low self esteem and a need to belong.
Cliques or gangs form, often of the same ethnicity, where the bond within the gang is

stronger than family and there is a belief that it is them against the world.

West Side Story involves two gangs of different ethnicities, the Puerto Rican and the
working class European. Hip-Hop, Rap and a particular street vernacular are straight from
the streets of New York where distinctive clothing and colours are claimed fiercely by each
gang. In this production we have simply lifted the scene from the back streets of New York
and shifted it to South Auckland. Although the dialogue remains exactly as scripted, there is
no attempt to adopt Puerto Rican or American accents.

At heart this production is a South Auckland story. When the Shark girls talk of Puerto
Rico, we can imagine the islands of Polynesia. The passion the Jets have to protect their
territory can also be seen in South Auckland. The bigotry and put-downs in West Side
Story are the same the world over. To us the biggest message of West Side Story is how
lack of tolerance and understanding between different ethnicities clashing within the same
environment can lead to catastrophic outcomes.



iNTROJUSTION

The Cast

The cast of West Side Story are the first year Performing Arts Students here at Manukau
Institute of Technology’s Faculty of Creative Arts. They will complete a Diploma in

Performing Arts this year and go on to do an Advanced Diploma next year, which will

be the second year of the intended Manukau Institute of Technology 3 year Bachelor of
Creative Arts degree. This degree, which is at present going through the approval process,
will provide the opportunity for students to pursue a Creative Arts Degree specialising in
either Performing Arts, Creative Writing, or Visual Arts. The students are working on three
disciplines, Acting, Singing and Dance. The students’ performances in this production will
showcase the skills they have learned and will be assessed by their tutors.

MTV and at risk students

A major aspect of our performing Arts course is that it includes and reflects the multi-
cultural nature of South Auckland and involves the community. We have included in the
production three students who have had difficulties finding their place in the community
and could be described as being, “At Risk”. Involving them will provide them with the
opportunity to gain a sense of purpose, belonging and success, leading to greater self-
confidence and involvement within the community. Their progress is being profiled by
the Native Affairs programme for Maori Television.
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