The Lion King (West End) review:

Introduction:
The West End's version of The Lion King was so good that it was almost worth the trip to London. I can safely say that it's reputation is well deserved, for I had previously heard nothing but positivity regarding it. But what makes this performance so great? Well, that's what this review is here to find out.

The plot:
Not much to say here that hasn't already been said, for the plot is the same as it is in the film, but with a few added scenes. I have the same gripe with this performance as I do with the film, which is that the first half is vastly superior to the second. This feeling is probably inflated due to the first half being written so well, since the second almost feels rushed and sloppy. The most notable example is how Simba (who was living a quiet, chilled life) was able to hold his own against Nala, and later, Scar. Other than that, the plot is good.

The characters:
Where do I even begin? The characters, while not so different from the film, all had great actors providing an elegant performance. Dare I say, some of them are better than those in the film! Mufasa stole every scene he was in. The actor playing him suited the character perfectly, and delivered the best performance in the entire play. The child actors for young Simba and Nala matched their adult counterparts tremendously (some would think that they really were the same people). 

Zazu's actor was humorous and likeable, and the limited comic-relief scenes helped create light-hearted moments. I have  somewhat mixed feelings on Scar. He was played by a good actor, but he didn't feel like the Scar from the film. Perhaps I'm so used to hearing film Scar (due to the fact that I had to study the character for my own performance) that any other version feels off. 

Moving on, Timon and Pumbaa felt just like the characters in the film, and so did the hyenas. There is nothing necessarily wrong with this, it simply means I don't have much to say about them. Finally, there is Rafiki. I hate to say it, but the actress they hired for the character didn't suit Rafiki at all. But that's not the real problem; the problem was the fact that she would just shout every line in a high-pitched, irritating voice. In the film, Rafiki's voice was high-pitched, but the actor restrained himself, as to not get on the audience's nerves.

The music:
You can't have a musical without music. The Lion King excels in that field, with a wide array of ingeniously written refrains that all convey different feels and emotions. First, was 'The Circle Of Life'. I don't think that this performance did such a song justice, for Rafiki was the one singing it. 'I Just Can't Wait To Be King' was upbeat and enjoyable, as you'd expect. Zazu had great chemistry with the young Simba and Nala, and you could feel his frustration with their poor behaviour. 

'Be Prepared' was the one I was most anticipating. Sadly, I found myself feeling underwhelmed. It wasn't bad or anything, it simply left a lot to be desired. Unfortunately, there was a huge 70's style disco section in the middle of the song, which was completely out of place and almost killed the scene, for me at least. 'Hakuna Matata' lightened the mood after the devastating stampede scene, although there wasn't anything new, for it was just like the film version. 'Can You Feel The Love Tonight' was sombre and relaxing, and despite my distaste for romance, the actors playing Simba and Nala did well to guide me through. 

There were actually two performances of 'He Lives In you', once by Mufasa near the beginning, and once by Rafiki, near the end. Mufasa's was almost flawless, although it happened at the wrong time (after he saved Simba from the hyenas). The same can't be said about Rafiki's. This one was during Simba's recognition of the equilibrium's disruption, when he finally decides to take back the pride lands after some encouragement from the ghost of Mufasa. For such an important scene, I would've expected a better performance. 

There are a few more songs that were featured, but I'm writing this review based on memory, and can't remember them very well. Of course, if I can't remember tham, they must have been rather forgettable. And of course, I can't finish this without crediting the orchestra that performed the score. The music that played in the background throughout the performance is incredibly underrated, and doesn't get the credit it deserves.

The mise-en-scène
I wouldn't have even thought of this, had I not chosen digital media as an A-level subject. The mise-en-scène is often overlooked, but it was one of the play's strongest points. This includes setting, props and costume, all of which were splendid. The costumes strongly resembled those featured in Elmwood's Lion King production. The lion heads on some characters were actually designed to move up and down in order to widen their range of expression. Timon's was literally a massive puppet of the character with the actor dressed entirely in green controlling him from behind. Pumbaa was brought to life by a huge model of him that slipped over the actor, who could then control the mouth and tongue from the inside. There were also many life-size animal puppets that could be controlled from a distance (some of them could even be ridden).

Final verdict:
“It's to die for!”

With very few flaws, the West End's version of 'The Lion King' is truly a great experience. I would give it a 9/10, since it is not quite perfect, but the good most certainly outweighs the bad. Although it should be noted that travelling all the way to London just to spend a couple of hours watching it doesn't feel right. However, that isn't a gripe at the play itself.

Review by Jamie Ashford, former student of Elmwood School.
