
Bernstein Symphonic Dances from West Side Story  

Internationally known for his conducting skills, Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990) – the first 
American born conductor of international stature – was also a resourceful composer. His 
greatest gift was his enthusiasm for music as a cultural phenomenon. His charismatic skills 
and persuasive nature managed to bring music closer to the youth of his time. His musical 
philosophy is built on the simple principle of what he defined as the “infinite power” of music, 
which translates in his own music as an accent on diversity of styles. This means that his 
output as creative and performing artist knew virtually no boundaries. His basically tonal 
approach and sense of rhythm are main stylistic characteristics of most of his music. 

Determined to be a respected composer of “art music” , he made a study of the masters of 
the past, including the raging post-war European avant-garde of the fifties and sixties, and 
even tried his hand at twelve-tone music. Aaron Copland – probably the most significant 
American composer of the 20th century – was an early idol, whose not-so-listener-friendly 
Piano Variations was allegedly one of Bernstein’s famous party tricks. Copland levelled 
severe criticism against Bernstein’s ideas as aspiring composer, and chose to encourage his 
conducting. This proved to be prophetic. While Bernstein travelled the world as conductor of 
the New York Philharmonic, and even aspired to dethrone Von Karajan as the world leader 
of the art, he could not manage to become the American idol of art music. Both his two most 
important contributions to this field, the Kaddish symphony and his Mass, were criticised 
heavily by respectively Jewish and Catholic communities for what was perceived as their 
“blasphemous” qualities. Other than Gershwin’s attempts to unite different stylistic means, 
Bernstein’s curious mixture of styles has often been described diplomatically as “eclectic”. 
This may also be the reason why his lifelong dream of writing the definitive Great American 
Opera was not to be fulfilled.... 

West Side Story was his third musical. It had its first performance in Washington 1957 and 
was repeated the following month in New York, where its success ensured a run of almost 
two years (772 performances) and a national tour. Loosely inspired by Shakespeare’s Romeo 
and Juliet, it dealt with the social unrest of the mid-fifties in New York’s West Side. It explores 
the rivalry between two street gangs of different ethnic backgrounds, the Jets and the Sharks, 
with the “star-cross'd lovers” from across the ethnic line. (Interestingly enough, the original 
plan for the project was the forbidden love between a Jewish girl and a Catholic boy.) As an 
echo of Weill-Brecht collaborations of the twenties in Berlin, it highlights the social tensions 
of the area in the appropriate musical language of Latin Americans and jazz elements. The 
final product was an illustration of well-known American themes: love conquering prejudice, 
youth against maturity, tradition challenging progress. The serious theme, underlined by 
music with timbres of sophistication (and strong hints of Rogers and Hammerstein’s 
successful South Pacific of 1949), the extended dance sequences, and a focus on the social 
problem were new in American music history.  

Arthur Laurents's libretto captured the “ugly and acrid” language of the streets, and Steven 
Sondheim (himself an accomplished composer of musicals) provided texts that conveyed 
youthful emotion through breathless understatement – some of the dance scenes come close 
to ballet – and Bernstein's experienced music advisers Sid Ramin and Irwin Kostal saw to 
the right “local” colour of the music (finger clicking, yelling trumpets, noisy percussion, the 
dance rhythms of swing, mambo and cha-cha, and soothing love songs). Historically the 
piece reflects the almost omnipresence of the artistic problem of mixing entertainment and 



drama; joyous dance scenes often emphasise the deeper tragedy. One may even think of it 
as 20th century “dramma giocoso”, the subtitle to Mozart’s Don Giovanni.  

The suite of the Symphonic Dances was compiled in 1960. It contains the best known items 
(“Somewhere”, “Maria”), dances (Mambo, Cha-cha, Rumba) and orchestral sections 
(Meeting Scene), from the opening confrontation of the Jets and Sharks (Prologue). 
Especially notable are the score's rhythmic intricacies, as classical techniques (i.e. fugue) 
blend with dance rhythms and jazz syncopation. In accordance with classical principles 
Bernstein himself pointed out the motivic significance of the opening melodic figure of “Maria” 
(C-F#-G) with its characteristic tritone interval.  

 


