
West Side Story Symphonic Dances

West Side Story Symphonic Dances is a brilliant orchestral suite derived from Leonard
Bernstein's iconic musical, "West Side Story." This suite encapsulates the vibrant energy, emotional
depth, and timeless themes of love and rivalry that have made the original musical a staple of
American theater. The Symphonic Dances not only serve as a concert piece but also provide an
insightful glimpse into the musical genius of Bernstein and the hauntingly beautiful world created by
Stephen Sondheim's lyrics. In this article, we will explore the background of "West Side Story,"
delve into the structure and significance of the Symphonic Dances, and highlight key themes and
motifs that resonate throughout this magnificent orchestral work.

Background of West Side Story

The creation of "West Side Story" can be traced back to the late 1940s when Jerome Robbins, the
choreographer, envisioned a modern adaptation of William Shakespeare's "Romeo and Juliet." Set
against the backdrop of New York City, the story revolves around two rival gangs, the Jets and the
Sharks, and the forbidden love between Tony, a Jet, and Maria, the sister of the Shark's leader.

The collaboration between Bernstein, Sondheim, Robbins, and book writer Arthur Laurents resulted
in a groundbreaking musical that premiered on Broadway in 1957. The innovative use of music,
dance, and storytelling not only captivated audiences but also left a lasting legacy in the world of



musical theater.

Overview of Symphonic Dances

The "West Side Story Symphonic Dances" was arranged by Bernstein himself after the success of the
original musical. First performed in 1960, this orchestral suite comprises a series of interrelated
movements that capture the essence of the musical's emotional landscape. The suite consists of the
following movements:

Prologue

Something's Coming

Dance at the Gym

Maria

America

Tonight

Cool

One Hand, One Heart

Finale

Each movement reflects key moments and themes from the musical, reinterpreting them for a
concert setting while maintaining the integrity of Bernstein's original compositions.

1. The Prologue

The suite opens with a dynamic prologue, featuring a vibrant orchestral introduction that sets the
stage for the drama to unfold. The use of rhythmic motifs and contrasting dynamics immediately
immerses the audience in the tension between the rival gangs. The prologue serves as a thematic
foundation for the entire suite, introducing the primary musical ideas that will recur throughout.

2. Something's Coming

In this movement, the hopeful anticipation of love and change is vividly portrayed through soaring
melodies and rich harmonies. The orchestration captures Tony's yearning for a brighter future, a
theme that resonates deeply with audiences. This movement serves as a poignant reminder of the



optimism that underpins the tragic narrative.

3. Dance at the Gym

One of the most recognizable sections of the suite, "Dance at the Gym," showcases Bernstein's
genius for integrating dance and music. The lively rhythms and infectious melodies create an
exhilarating atmosphere, allowing the orchestra to portray the energy and excitement of the dance
scene. This movement encapsulates the cultural vibrancy of the time and highlights the connection
between the characters through movement.

4. Maria

The "Maria" movement is a lyrical and tender expression of Tony's love for Maria. The strings take
center stage, delivering a poignant melody that evokes deep emotion. Bernstein's masterful use of
orchestration allows the listener to feel the intensity of Tony's longing, making it one of the most
memorable moments in the suite.

5. America

In "America," the contrasting perspectives of the characters on immigration and identity are
brilliantly depicted through lively rhythms and playful melodies. The orchestration captures the
cultural clash between the Jets and the Sharks while also celebrating the richness of the immigrant
experience. The movement serves as a reflection on the broader themes of belonging and
acceptance, which remain relevant today.

6. Tonight

The "Tonight" movement combines elements of romance and longing, encapsulating the excitement
and uncertainty of young love. The lush orchestration mirrors the emotional complexity of the
characters' feelings, creating a sense of intimacy that draws the audience in. This movement is a
turning point in the suite, as it foreshadows the impending tragedy that will unfold.

7. Cool

"Cool" presents a stark contrast to the previous movements, showcasing a more subdued and
introspective mood. The jazz-influenced rhythms and harmonies create an atmosphere of tension and
anticipation. This movement reflects the characters' desire to maintain composure in the face of
escalating conflict, highlighting the duality of their experiences.



8. One Hand, One Heart

This movement is a touching duet that expresses the deep connection between Tony and Maria. The
lush harmonies and gentle melodies evoke a sense of unity and hope amidst the chaos of their
surroundings. Bernstein's delicate orchestration enhances the emotional weight of this moment,
making it a standout piece within the suite.

9. Finale

The suite concludes with a powerful finale that encapsulates the tragedy of the story. The music
builds in intensity, reflecting the heart-wrenching conclusion of Tony and Maria's love story.
Bernstein masterfully weaves together themes from earlier movements, creating a sense of closure
while leaving the audience with a lingering sense of loss.

The Impact of West Side Story Symphonic Dances

The "West Side Story Symphonic Dances" has had a profound impact on both the concert and
theatrical landscapes. Here are some key points illustrating its significance:

Orchestral Innovation: Bernstein's arrangement showcases his unique ability to blend
Broadway and classical music, creating a distinct sound that resonates with diverse audiences.

Emotional Depth: The suite captures the complex emotions of love, rivalry, and loss, allowing
listeners to connect with the characters on a deep level.

Cultural Relevance: The themes of identity, belonging, and social issues explored in the
music remain pertinent in contemporary discussions about race and immigration.

Performance Versatility: The Symphonic Dances can be performed in various settings, from
orchestral concerts to ballet adaptations, showcasing its adaptability and enduring appeal.

Conclusion

In summary, the West Side Story Symphonic Dances is more than just an orchestral suite; it is a
powerful testament to the enduring legacy of Bernstein’s work. Through its innovative structure,
emotional depth, and cultural relevance, the Symphonic Dances continue to captivate audiences
around the world. This piece not only celebrates the artistry of its creators but also serves as a
poignant reminder of the complexities of love and the societal challenges that persist, making it a
timeless masterpiece in the realm of orchestral music.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in the 'West Side Story
Symphonic Dances'?
The 'West Side Story Symphonic Dances' explore themes of love, conflict, and cultural identity,
highlighting the struggles between rival gangs and the yearning for unity amid division.

How does Leonard Bernstein's composition in the 'Symphonic
Dances' differ from the original Broadway score?
The 'Symphonic Dances' feature orchestral arrangements that expand upon the original Broadway
score, incorporating more complex harmonies and thematic development while maintaining the
vibrant rhythms and melodies that define the music of 'West Side Story'.

Why are the 'Symphonic Dances' significant in the context of
orchestral music?
The 'Symphonic Dances' are significant because they bridge the gap between musical theatre and
classical orchestral repertoire, showcasing Bernstein's ability to blend popular music elements with
classical orchestration, thus enriching the concert hall experience.

What instruments play a prominent role in the 'West Side
Story Symphonic Dances'?
The 'Symphonic Dances' prominently feature strings, woodwinds, brass, and percussion, with
particular highlights in the use of the brass section to convey intensity and drama, and the
woodwinds to add lyrical and expressive qualities.

In what ways have the 'Symphonic Dances' been received by
audiences and critics since their premiere?
Since their premiere, the 'Symphonic Dances' have been praised for their innovative orchestration
and emotional depth, often regarded as a masterpiece that enhances the narrative of 'West Side
Story' and captivates both concertgoers and musical theatre fans alike.
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