Musicals. are20th cent. stage works with spoken dialogue, solo songs which are atchy and
in apopular style, duets, choruses and dance ecerpts.

West Side Story
It was in the early 1950s that the brilliant American dance director, Jerome Robhins,

suggested to compaoser Leonard Berngtein that they join forces in a modern musicd based onthe
tragic drama Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare. He thought the love story set against a
badkdrop of family feuds, had universal apped. Arthur Laurents was to work on the libretto. He
stayed as closely as possible to Shakespeare' s origina plot. The lovers became native New Y orker
Tony and Puerto Rican immigrant Maria. Shakespeae's Montagues and Capulets became rival
gangs the Jets and Sharks, and the great love scene was transposed from balcony to fire escape. To
give it more impad and meaning for a modern audience, he brought the story up to date and set it on
the dreary yet violent West Side of New Y ork. The basic ingredients of the story, which has captured
and moved audiences for centuries, remains the same - atender story of the secret love of two yourg
people, and their innocent, futile hopes for a better future. A story set in the midst of bitterness,
violence and danger, which must inevitably endin tragedy

Marid s brother Bernardo, is the leader of the Sharks, she came from Puerto Ricato marry
Chino, Bernardo's friend. The American street gang, the Jets, are out of sorts because a rival Puerto
Rican gang are on their patch and they want to get rid of them. Riff the Jets leader challenges
Bernardo, the leader of the Sharks to agang fight. Instead o the glittering masked ball of the Capulets
we have anoisy, feverish Dance at the Gym, the shabby gymnasium of a loca youth club. Tony
meds Mariathere and it islove & first sight. In spite of Bernardo's opposition they arrange to med
afterwards. The famous love scene on the balcony overlooking Juliet’s garden now takes place onthe
rusty fire-escape of a squalid block of tenements. Tony manages to cgjole the gangs into making it a
fair, bare-handed fight between the two leaders. Maria aks Tony to try to stop the fight altogether.
But Bernardo, angry that Tony has been seeing his sister, lunges at him. Knives are drawn, Bernardo
and Riff fight and Riff is killed. Tony incensed by the death o his friend, grabs a knife and kills
Bernardo to avenge him. Next Chino takes a gun and leaves to find Tony. On the streds, the police
are searching for the gangs. Anita, Maria s friend goes to find Tony to warn him abou Chino, bu the
Jets taunt her cruelly for her Puerto Rican nationality. Angry and confused she lies to them that Chino
has killed Maria. When Tony heas the avful news he wanders aimlesdy, distraught with grief, he
comes aaoss Maria and they run towards each ather, Chino appears and shoots Tony. Maria takes
hold of the gun and points it at the members of the gang, bu cannot pull the trigger. Stunned and
remorseful, both gangs agree to dedare atruce and they unite to carry Tony’s body away.

West Side Story opens with The Prologue, which accompanies the Jets and the Sharks as they
dance and mime their rivalry on stage, andthe



1. Jet song, which sings the praises of the gang. Bernstein chaose not to use the traditiona ‘ mediey'
overture of tunes from the show. Instead, he started with a tense, heavily instrumenta piece
Originally the ‘Prologue’ had lyrics, but Jerome Robbins insisted on putting over the drama through
movement only. The music done shows the intense gang rivalry with explosive, jarring chords and
heary brassand percussion. The actors build up the tension by snapping their fingers, whistling and
shouing, urtil the pieceends when the Sharks leader Bernardo cuts one of the Jets' ear and the boys
scater. Bernstein keeps the tension by syncopating the upper parts of the song against a steady bass
line.

2.Something’s Coming: On his way to the dance, Tony sings of what the future may bring. The song
shows him to be an gptimistic young man. Bernstein uses dring and wind instruments to create a
nervy, delicate anticipation. The song had an abrupt energy.

3. The Dance At The Gym: The rival gangs and their girls compete in a show of force on the dance
floor. Brass and Percussion dominate the piece As Tony and Maria med for the first time, the gangs
fall back and the strings take over in atender cha-cha arrangement of Maria - the love song we have
yet to hear. As the pair become lost in their own intimate sensuous dance, the gentler effea of
pizzicao strings and finger snapping provides the backing. Here is a superb example of Robbin's
brilliance at using danceto tell astory.

4. Maria: The love song begins with a constant repetition d D sharp, capturing perfectly Tony's
numb bewil derment at hislove for Maria. An ac&leration d rhythm and a key change let the melody
explode. The insistent cha-cha from The Dance At The Gym returns, this time over yet another Latin-
American rhythm - a bassline tango.

5. America: The most hectic number in the show, a perfect blend of exhilarating music and dance

6. Tonight: The great love duet takes place onthe fire escape outside Marias room.

7. One Hand One Heart: Tony and Maria pledge their love to each ather by acting out awedding in
the bridal wear shop where she works. The hymn-like purity of the song makes it particularly
appropriate to the mock ceremony. It is different from any other song in the score, its smplicity
comes from an ealier period in Bernstein's career.

8. | Fed Pretty: Providing light relief, this charming waltz song conveys an innacent girl's loving
feelings. Bernstein urderli nes the contrast by giving the jokey remarks of her friends ajazz bading.

9. Gee Officer Krupke!l: A group d Jetssing ‘We ain't no cali nquents, we're misunderstood'

10. A Boy Like That: Anitais bitter, her boyfriend has been killed by the man Maria loves and she
acases her friend of not sticking to her own kind. Their voices are given dfferent contrasting
mel odies representing their opposing views.

11.1 Have A Love: The music of ‘A Boy Like That' moduates into Marias solo ‘| Have A Love,
and we seehow her character has developed. Her brave anviction wins Anitaover.

12. Somewhere: The stage is full as Tony's death and Maria's angu ish have been witnessed by the
rival gangs, who solemnly cary out his body. Although they have survived the violence they are
affeded by it. Bernstein thought that stunned silence was the best conclusion. He dlows a glimmer of
hope by echoing ‘theresa place for us as the orchestra dimbsto itsfinal phrase.

The film was awarded 10 Academy awards, including best picture, and a special award went
to Jerome Robbins for his brilliant choreography. The sourdtradk was number one on Billboards Top
Pop Album Chart for an amazing 54 weeks. The film also made stars of Rita Moreno and George
Chakiris. Both received ‘Best suppating Actors Oscars, while Irene Sharaff was honaured for her
costumes

Leonard Bernstein (1918- 1990, the son d a Russian-Jew immigrant, has been described as
one of the most versatile musicians of the 20" century. His compositions reflect the lively jazz
rhythms he head everywhere - in traffic, subways, on bulding sites. He was influenced by 20"
century classicd composers, such as Stravinsky, Shostakovich, Mahler, Copland and by Jazz. The
result is aggressve music which excites and inspires. All his life Bernstein was determined to prove
that an American musician, taught entirely in America, could be acclaimed and respected throughout
the world of classical music. Two yeas before his death he received Germany's highest music award,
the Siemens prize, something which must have made him think he had achieved this. He is probably
best known as an orchestral conductor, but he is aso a brilliant pianist, author, and hes given many
talks about music on television. As a cmposer he has written an amazing amournt of music, both
popuar and serious.






