Viva La

RITA

Returning to her West Side Story roots, Hollywood legend
RITA MORENO proves her star still burns bright

as told to JENNIFER FERRISE

ntertaining has always been in mybones.
Asa4-year-old child in Puerto Rico, I
would boogie my little behind off when-
ever my grandpa put on arecord, and he’d
laugh and applaud. When I'was 5 [in1936],
my mother and I moved to America. My
mom had afriend who was a Spanish
dancer, and when she saw me bopping around our New York
City apartment, she said, “I think Rositahas a gift.” So she
took me to the studio to work with Paco Cansino, a dance
teacher who had great fame in Latino circles because he was
Rita Hayworth’s uncle. He taught me some steps and eventu-
ally took me to anightclub in Greenwich Village, where we
danced and played castanets together. Of course the audi-
ence was enchanted. How could they not be? There I was,
thislittle girl with big eyes twirling around as fast as I could.
Itwas my first performance, and I knew I wanted more.

Ibecame enamored with movies after that—Iloved the
giant screen and the wonder of it all. I'd pack a sandwich for
lunch, get to the theater at 10 in the morning, and stay until
3intheafternoon. It was joyous fun. I remember thinking,
“How amazing would it be if I was up on that screen and
people from all over the country would pay 25 cents just to
see me? What could possibly be bad about that?”

Inthose days, there weren’treally any actresses thata
Puerto Rican girl could look up to, so my role model became
Elizabeth Taylor. It didn’t occur to me that her skin was
lighter or that she had violet eyes. We were around the same
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age, and she had such huge success, somymom and I bought a
waist cincher and did my hair and my eyebrows like hers. Sure
enough, when I got achance to meet Louis B. Mayer of Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer Studios fame, he said, “My God, she looks
like a Spanish Elizabeth Taylor.” And I got signed on the spot.

T accepted whatever parts were offered to me because
there weren’t many roles for Latinas back then. Instead,
they’d ask me to play a Native American or an Indian or an
Arabian.Idid the bestI could with each role, but it was
frustrating. Whenever I did find arole I"d be good for, they
wouldn’t even consider me. I was always underestimated.
And when you hear someone say over and over that you
don’thave value, you eventually start to believe it.

My friend Marlon Brando, who I was going with at the
time, said, “Youreally need to see a therapist,” which, of
course, ishilarious, because it was one loony telling another
loony, “Youneed help.” But he was absolutely right. And boy,
was itlife-changing. It helped me define my self-respect and
figure out who I wanted to be in this industry. The other
thing that helped was getting the part of Anitain West Side
Story. Anitawas Latina and proud of it. She had such asense
of dignity and always spoke up for herself. I had never experi-
enced thatbefore. Playing her inspired me to find myvoice,
and thatis something that has stuck with me forever.

When I won the Oscar for West Side Story [becoming the
first Latina to receive an Academy Award], it was truly the
moment I realized that people were cheering me on. I barely
gotany fan mail back thenbecause (CONTINUED ON PAGE 222)




had the Internet and loved to have used it to ex-
pand my worldview even faster. I would have loved
finding kids like me. I know that there are lots of
things that have to be done differently. Lots of
changes that need to be made, so I understand
your point of view too. But no, I would’ve liked it,
and I hope that I would have had the wherewithal
tobalance the use of it.

LB: Corporately, therearen’talot of “kidslike you”
who are known as deeply human leaders. Why
doesthatsortof, regrettably, stick out? TC: Well, I
stay grounded. I work with people who are much
smarter than I am, and we debate things, so that
atmosphere keeps you even more grounded. And
then, when you find a job that is identical to your
values, it’s like an epiphany. You don’t have to
transform yourself to be something different.
You're just focused on becoming the best version
of yourself.

LB: When are you not the best version of yourself?
Because we all have those days when we don’t
want to get out of bed, or we’re grumpy, or the
news cycle is spinning. TC: Fortunately, I don’t
have that many.

LB: Damn you! TC: They probably happen when
I’'m one step beyond exhaustion. A reminder that
it’s time to take one of those hikes.m
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my Latino community didn’t know where to send
letters. But when my name was announced at the
Oscars, I heard that my neighborhood in New
York went up in smoke. People were screaming
“Shedidit!” out of theirwindows. What they were
really saying was, “We did it.” And that made me
feel marvelous.

Fameisephemeral, though;itcomesasquickly
as it goes. But you can’t let that frighten you. Be-
cause no matter howtough it gets sometimes, per-
forming is the only thing I've ever wanted to do.
That’s why I'm still doing it all these years later.
It’s my version of the American dream. And when
people tell me how much West Side Story or Singin’
in the Rain or The Electric Company means to
them, I still find it astonishing. I was at an event
the other day,and Angelina Jolie came up and said
how happy she was to meet me—I damnnear peed
my pants. [laughs] In this business you never
know who is watching or what could be right
around the corner.

Sowhen Steven Spielberg called to tell me that
he was remaking West Side Story and asked if I
wanted to be init, I couldn’t believe it. I thought,
“How am I still functioning in this business long
enough to see a remake happen almost 60 years
later?” [laughs] But Steven and [screenwriter]
Tony Kushner wanted to get it right and to cor-
rectthe original film with respectto the Hispanic
characters, so I knew it was in good hands. Tony
wrote the character Valentina just for me, and
she’sthe heartof the filmin alot of ways.

Being back on that set was a wild full-circle
moment for me. What’s crazier is that the film
comes out the day before I turn the big 9-0. And
just for a few minutes, I wish my mom were alive
to see it. She would’ve never believed it. And I
think she’d be proud that I'm still dancing,
whether it’s onscreen or just around my house to
Bruno Mars. Why stop now?

Moreno is a star and executive producer of West
Side Story, out Dec. 10.
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courtesy Bevel; courtesy Kiehl's; courtesy Gucci; courtesy Abrams Books; courtesy Humanrace;
courtesy Woolrich p. 206: Clockwise from top left: courtesy Mah-Ze-Dahr: courtesy Weak
Knees; courtesy Chronicle Books; courtesy Hudson Grace; courtesy Sir/Madam; courtesy
Hem; courtesy Le Creuset; courtesy Fable Home; courtesy Estelle; courtesy Harper Wave;
courtesy DM/BX: Jeffrey Westbrook p. 207: Clockwise from top left: courtesy Morihata Ha Ko
courtesy Pineapple Collaborative; courtesy Tom Dixon (2); courtesy Actually Curious;
courtesy Michele Varian; courtesy Assouline; courtesy Zoomies NYC; courtesy Ubuntu Life;
courtesy Grounds & Hounds; courtesy Found My Animal; courtesy Gummi; courtesy Caraway;
courtesy Aarke; courtesy Nespresso p. 208: Clockwise from top left: courtesy GHD Hair;
Jeffrey Westbrook: courtesy Soko; courtesy TooD; courtesy Pela; courtesy EM Cosmetics;
courtesy Aviator; courtesy Saint New York; courtesy Shashi; courtesy Polo Ralph Lauren;
courtesy Goldie LeWinter (2); courtesy Loopy Mango p. 209: Clockwise from top left:
courtesy French Connection; courtesy Banana Republic; courtesy Slip: courtesy EcoTools;
courtesy Nintendo; courtesy Coach; courtesy Auvere; courtesy Wireless Express (2); courtesy
OPI; courtesy About-Face p. 210: Clockwise from top left: courtesy Filoro; courtesy Lexon
Design; courtesy Moon Juice; courtesy Lord Jones; courtesy Hyperice; courtesy Golde;
courtesy Molekule; courtesy Sephora; courtesy Droplette; courtesy Williams Sonoma;
courtesy LARQ; courtesy Agolde; courtesy Unplug; courtesy Pavilion; courtesy Maison
Labiche; courtesy The Arrivals p. 212: Clockwise from top left: courtesy Chouquette (4);
courtesy Sarep and Rose; courtesy Octaevo (2); courtesy Crate & Barrel; courtesy Supreme;
courtesy Vahdam Teas; courtesy Craighill; courtesy Boy Smells; courtesy Sip & Sonder;
courtesy Jayson Home; courtesy Lands’ End: courtesy Chillhouse; courtesy Alder New York

p. 214: Clockwise from top left: courtesy Toff & Ziirpel; courtesy Georg Jensen; courtesy
Susanne Kaufmann; courtesy Smith Street Books; courtesy MAC Cosmetics; courtesy XO
Marshmallow; courtesy Hay: courtesy Artisan; courtesy Faace; courtesy Kiehl's; courtesy
Siblings; courtesy Sugarboo & Co. p. 215: Clockwise from top left: courtesy KagesKrayons (7);
courtesy Pandora (2); courtesy Caribbean Craft; courtesy Malin and Goetz (3); courtesy Hot
Cool Tokyo; courtesy About-Face; courtesy Brass Monkey; courtesy Ellis Brooklyn (5);
courtesy Miss Maude's: courtesy Mia and Finn; courtesy Gentlemen's Hardware; courtesy
Uniglo; courtesy Jonathan Adler p. 224: Clockwise from top left: Rich Fury/Getty; courtesy
Jennifer Coolidge
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