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West End star ready for the West Side

by Dot Ramos BaLaseas—GANCAYCO
Philstar.com

Y simply looking at her,

B one would never be able

to dream up the moun-
tain of credentials and achieve-
ments Joanna Ampil holds to her
name. Entering Tropezz Restaurant
Bar for the one-on-one interview in
sweatpants, sneakers, and her hair
up in a bun, one would have never
guessed that she was actually
one of our country’s greatest and
proudest contributions to London’s
West End. Though simple as she
was without a trace of makeup
and her diminutive 5”2’ frame,
there was no mistaking her natural
beauty and refreshing, easygo-
ing presence. She had just come
straight from a rehearsal for Audie
Gemora’s production of West Side
Story, directed by no less than
Menchu Lauchengco-Yulo. Joanna
will play the female lead, Maria,
opposite Christian Bautista.

A high school graduate of St.
Mary’s College Quezon City, Jo-
anna moved to London in 1992,
at only 17, to play Kim in Miss

Saigon. Sometimes referred to as
“West End’s Lea Salonga,” she
has performed for audiences all
over Europe, including even the
Queen of England herself. Joanna
has done shows all the way down
to Australia, and will do a concert
in Hong Kong after West Side Story
in Manila. On being compared to
Lea, Joanna gushes, “It's such an
honor, and I'm really very flattered.
Lea is something else.”
Auditioning for Miss Saigon in
1992, Joanna admits hardly having
any idea what she was getting into.
“Ididn’t even know anything about
the show,” she says. “But that clue-
lessness, the innocence — maybe
that’s how they saw the Kim in me.”
She also admits to even having had
to “white lie” about her age, since
they wanted someone who was at
least 18 years old. Seems like all
that paid off, however, and Joanna
was asked to play no less than the
lead character, Kim. With hardly
any singing experience outside
school productions and contests,

and no acting background at all,
she left for London in November
1992 with her mother, as she was
still a minor after all. Opening night
was in February 1993, and thus
began her exciting career.

After taking part in Miss Sai-
gon’s symphonic recording, the
self-confessed workaholic did the
show in Australia for 15 months,
and then was involved in an ava-
lanche of other projects and pro-
ductions. She played the challeng-
ing part of Mary Magdalene in
Sir Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Jesus
Christ, Superstar!; a series of mu-
sical concerts across Europe; the
role of Eponine in Les Miserables;
a short stint in the Philippines in a
production titled, East Meets West;
the role of Fantine in, again, Les
Miserables; Hair, a rock produc-
tion in London; a fringe musical by
Hammerstein and Lloyd Webber
titled, Musical of Musicals; the part
of Mimi in Renf's European tour;
and finally, the role of a Jewish
girl in a production titled, I Sing.
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Ever so practical, Joanna also
completed a degree in public rela-
tions from the London College of
International Business Studies,
while playing the part of Eponine.
“I'm so glad I did it,” she says.
When asked how she was able to
get so much work, Joanna said that
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it was all in one’s attitude towards
work and towards others. “You try
not to get a reputation,” she says.
“So that they know you're profes-
sional and easy to work with.” (I
hear that she is much admired and
a favorite, obviously, of no less than
West End institutions, Cameron
McKintosh and Sir Andrew Lloyd
Webber.)

The West Side Story cast is
studded with some of the country’s
and the world’s most talented stars.
Maria will be played alternately by
Joanna Ampil and Karylle, daugh-
ter of Zsa Zsa Padilla, while the
male lead of Tony will be essayed
by Christian Bautista. Gian Mag-
dangal will play Riff opposite Pam
G. and Australia’s Rowena Vilar
for the role of Anita. While Karylle
auditioned in person, Joanna sent
in an audition tape all the way
from London. She learned of the
production from a small poster
on a friend’s blog. (Thank God for
blogs, whatever they may be!) The
rest is history.

When asked about director
Menchu Lauchengco-Yulo, who
also played the part of Maria back
in the ‘80s, Joanna was all praises.
“Even if this is her first major di-
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recting stint, she’s amazing,” says
the 33-year-old actress. “I haven't
seen her perform, but I don’t have
to, to know she’s brilliant.” Joanna
also shares that the cast is very
close, and they all get along very
well. She admits that West Side
Story producer Audie Gemora
inspired her to get into musical
theater after seeing him in Joseph,
the Dreamer when she was 17.

Joanna is more than thrilled to
be playing Maria, which she admits
is her dream role. She tells us that
she has always wanted to do clas-
sical, and West Side Story is just
the perfect outlet. Also, she finds
that Maria is a very challenging
role, especially because of the huge
age gap between the character and
herself (Maria is 16 in the story).
“At the end of the day, it’s just all
really fulfilling.” The seasoned
performer claims that she still gets
both nervous and excited every
time she goes on stage. “You have
to make your nerves benefit you
instead of work against you,” she
tells us.

STAGES’ production of West
Side Story will be running from
September to October 2008 at the
Meralco Theatre.

Call (213) 487.5923 or (213) 210.3612
for appointment
2717 W. Olympic Blvd., # 105, Los Angeles, CA 20006
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