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WEST SIDE STORY


On November 23, 2003, I attended a spectacular musical production of West Side Story performed at the North Shore Music Theatre in Beverly.  This musical was set on stage and featured a cast of thirty-three performers.   A small orchestra hidden by view in a “pit” performed the music which was written by Leonard Bernstein (one of the most successful American composers of the 20th century). The orchestra consisted of one of each instruments: a piccolo, horn, trumpet, trombone, bass, violin, cello, keyboard, baritone sax, drums and bass clarinet, as well as two flutes, two alto saxes, two percussion, and three clarinets. Dale Rieling directed and conducted the play.

This story, a take-off of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, takes place at the West Side of New York City in the summer of 1957.  During this time, there is tension and feuding between two rival street gangs; the Jets (white Americans) and the Sharks (Puerto-Rican Americans).  A love affair develops between Tony, a former member of the Jets, and Maria, whose brother Bernard is leader of the Sharks. Their forbidden love is kept secret until tragedy occurs during a street fight and causes mayhem and misfortune. At the rumble, Bernard stabs to death Rif, the leader of the Jets, and in response, Tony kills Bernard. When Tony tells Maria about the murders, they conspire to run away.  After the Jets brutally rape Maria’s best friend Anita, she lies to the Sharks and tells them that Maria is dead.  In a fit of rage, Cino (Maria’s previous boyfriend) shoots Tony to death. The story ends with Maria tearfully pleading with everyone to end all the violence and hatred.


This classic story was told through a combination of clever dialogue, passionate songs and flavorful dances, which displayed many variety of styles. In When You’re A Jet, the Jets described themselves with a catchy 50’s style barbershop tune that hinted a splash of jazz.

 However, in Something’s Coming (which introduced Tony), the melody started slowly with the woodwinds and brass instruments accompanying Tony’s voice, but increased in tempo to very fast (presto) with a polyphonic texture. Then in Maria, the violins accompany the moderately slow ballad (sung by Tony) with lots of crescendo and decrescendo dynamics. The key changed from major to minor with the woodwind and brass instruments parroting the vocal melody, and ending softly. Tonight was a duet in which Tony and Maria performed together (Tony sang alto; Maria sang soprano). As the orchestra joined in accompaniment, they both sang very loudly (fortissimo), displaying distinct vibrato and rich colorful harmony.  America featured a Latin rhythm in mixed meters, with a syncopated beat and homophonic texture.  Anita and Margarita alternated singing the verses with all six of the Spanish girls singing the chorus and the orchestra reiterating the melody.  The percussion played loudly with lots of cymbal crashes until the end when the girls shouted a jubilant Ole.

The jazzy, finger-snapping Cool involved the full orchestra (including the keyboard), and finished in a 50’s swing style. Tony and Maria pretended to get married in One Hand, One Heart, while the flutes, piccolo and violin provided soft accompaniment to the slow and gentle melody. Polyphonic texture returned in Tonight as Tony, Anita, Maria and the Jets sang simultaneously with different pitch and lyrics. This dramatic song ended with all the cast singing in harmony and set the mood for Rumble during which the Jets and Sharks fight and caused the fateful death of Rif and Bernard. The ringing of church bells concluded Act One.

Unaware of the tragedy, Maria and the Spanish girls opened Act 2 with I’m So Pretty. This song featured colorful harmony in an exotic, Latin rhythm style, accompanied by a triangle and brass instruments. After learning of the murders, Tony and Maria sang a duet in Somewhere Ballet, while the rest of the cast, dressed in white, pranced around in a playful, innocent, and childlike manner.  This fantasy song began with a military beat, with the violin and woodwinds playing softly at a moderately slow tempo. It ended with a drum roll and the brass instruments included, and everyone dancing together in unity. 

The audience enjoyed a little comedy break with the humorous Gee, Officer Krupke, which cleverly mocks authority. But perhaps the most operatic moment occurred in A Boy Like That/I Have a Love. This emotional duet, performed by Anita and Maria in both major and minor keys, highlighted their vocal ability and range through sophisticated and innovative harmony. The numerous tri-tone intervals were accompanied by frequent cymbal crashes, violin, brass instruments and strong drumbeats. 

When Cino fatally shot Tony, Maria held her lover’s hand and tearfully sang the chorus of Somewhere. After Maria pleaded with every one to end the violence and hatred, there was a brief moment of silence. Then the whole cast joined for Tony’s funeral procession and the finale by performing Somewhere.

My favorite lyrical line of West Side Story was “When love comes so strong, there is no right or wrong” sung by Tony and Maria in harmony. In addition, I was surprised to discover that Dr. Philip Swanson, the instructor of my Composing Music class at Salem State College, played the trombone (I did not know he played trombone an addition to piano). This musical was simply an inspiring and delightful experience!
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