Bringing ballet to the YouTube generation
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The idea was to bring the ballet to the masses, so it was perhaps inevitable that the masses would bring nachos, beer and hot dogs to the ballet.  "It feels like you're in a pop concert," said Sheila Kiss, 53, describing the atmosphere at the Royal Ballet's performance of "Romeo and Juliet" at the massive O2 arena in East London on Friday. She was right. The stands were filled with some 10,000 people, including the young, the old and the casually dressed, and in between watching the dancing they were also doing a fair amount of munching, gulping and milling around at unconventional moments.  But in a way that was the point. The performance, and three more over the weekend, were meant to be a grand experiment in democracy, a way for ballet to break free from its rarefied, elitist image. The idea was to attract younger and larger audiences by offering a crowd-pleasing classic with charismatic stars at favorable prices (about $16 to $97). To solve the problem of how to make Kenneth MacMillan's choreography visible to people in the far-away seats, the company transmitted the ballet live on three giant screens above the stage. "I love the close-ups," said Mrs. Kiss's husband, John, who said that this was only the second ballet he had ever been to, the first being "Swan Lake." (He is more of a soccer fan.) But the exquisite images created a dilemma for him, he said, because he was drawn more to the screens than to the live dancers.  Along with all the ballet novices, including numerous children, there were a fair number of ballet admirers who seemed curious about how this performance would compare to those at Covent Garden. Claire Brewer, 29, said she had been drawn in by advertisements portraying the O2 "Romeo and Juliet" as the sort of sexy, vital and action-packed spectacle even attention-challenged people raised on YouTube could relate to.  

