
West Side Story Study Guide Movie Questions

West Side Story Study Guide Movie Questions serve as an essential tool for
understanding the rich themes, characters, and socio-cultural contexts of both the original
1961 film and the 2021 remake. This iconic musical, inspired by William Shakespeare's
"Romeo and Juliet," showcases the conflict between two rival gangs in New York City
while exploring themes of love, prejudice, and the American dream. This article provides a
comprehensive study guide with questions and topics to consider when watching or
analyzing the film, helping viewers and students alike to delve deeper into its narrative
and artistic elements.

Understanding the Plot

The plot of "West Side Story" revolves around the love story between Tony, a former
member of the Jets gang, and Maria, the sister of a leader from the rival Sharks gang.
Their romance unfolds against a backdrop of racial tensions and gang violence, ultimately
leading to tragedy.

Key Plot Questions

1. What events lead to the initial meeting between Tony and Maria?
2. How do the gang rivalries shape the lives of the characters?
3. In what ways does the setting of New York City influence the story?
4. What pivotal moments escalate the conflict between the Jets and the Sharks?
5. How does the film's ending reflect the consequences of violence and hatred?



Character Analysis

The characters in "West Side Story" are richly developed, each representing various facets
of society, culture, and personal struggle.

Main Characters

- Tony: A dreamer and former Jet who seeks a better life.
- Maria: A young Puerto Rican woman who embodies hope and love.
- Anita: Maria's confidante who grapples with her identity and loyalty.
- Riff: The leader of the Jets, whose actions often contribute to the escalating violence.
- Bernardo: Maria’s brother and the leader of the Sharks, who is protective of his culture
and sister.

Character Questions

1. What are Tony's motivations throughout the film?
2. How does Maria's character evolve from the beginning to the end?
3. In what ways do Riff and Bernardo represent the themes of loyalty and conflict?
4. How does Anita's perspective on love and loyalty differ from Maria's?
5. What role does the supporting cast play in the development of the main characters?

Thematic Exploration

"West Side Story" is rich with themes that resonate across generations, making it a
timeless piece of art.

Key Themes

- Love vs. Hate: The central conflict between the gangs serves as a backdrop for Tony and
Maria's love story.
- Prejudice: The film addresses issues of racial and cultural discrimination.
- The American Dream: Characters strive for acceptance and a better life, reflecting the
complex realities of immigrant experiences.
- Tragedy: Echoing "Romeo and Juliet," the narrative emphasizes how misunderstandings
and hate can lead to devastating outcomes.

Theme Questions

1. How does love serve as both a unifying and divisive force in the film?



2. What are the various forms of prejudice depicted through the characters’ interactions?
3. How does the film illustrate the challenges faced by immigrants in America?
4. In what ways does the tragic ending reinforce the film’s messages about conflict?
5. How do the musical numbers contribute to the thematic depth of the story?

Musical Elements

The music and choreography in "West Side Story" are integral to its storytelling.
Composed by Leonard Bernstein with lyrics by Stephen Sondheim, the songs enhance the
emotional depth and narrative arc.

Musical Questions

1. What role does music play in character development?
2. How do the different musical styles reflect the cultural backgrounds of the Jets and
Sharks?
3. Which songs are pivotal in advancing the plot and why?
4. How does the choreography complement the emotional tone of key scenes?
5. In what ways do the musical elements differ between the 1961 film and the 2021
remake?

Cinematic Techniques

The direction, cinematography, and production design of "West Side Story" play a
significant role in shaping the film's impact. Both versions employ various cinematic
techniques to tell the story effectively.

Cinematic Questions

1. How does the use of color contribute to the film’s visual storytelling?
2. What techniques are used to create tension during gang confrontations?
3. How does the choreography reflect the emotional states of the characters?
4. What role does the setting play in reinforcing the themes of the film?
5. In what ways do the directorial choices differ between the original and the remake?

Socio-Cultural Context

Understanding the socio-cultural context of "West Side Story" is essential for a
comprehensive analysis. The film reflects the realities of 1950s America, including issues
related to immigration, racism, and urban life.



Contextual Questions

1. What social issues does the film address that are still relevant today?
2. How does the portrayal of gang violence reflect societal attitudes of the time?
3. In what ways does the film challenge stereotypes about Puerto Ricans?
4. How does the setting of the film inform the characters’ experiences and conflicts?
5. What historical events or movements can be linked to the film’s narrative?

Conclusion

"West Side Story" remains a powerful exploration of love, conflict, and cultural identity.
The questions posed in this study guide are designed to provoke thought and deepen
understanding of the film's rich narrative and artistic elements. Whether analyzing the
characters, themes, or cinematic techniques, viewers are encouraged to engage critically
with this timeless classic.

By using this guide, students and enthusiasts can gain a more profound appreciation for
"West Side Story," ensuring that its messages resonate across generations and continue to
inspire discussions about love, conflict, and societal issues.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'West Side
Story'?
The main themes include love versus hate, the impact of prejudice and racism, the
struggle for identity, and the consequences of gang violence.

How does the setting of 'West Side Story' contribute to
the story?
The setting in 1950s New York City highlights the cultural tensions between rival gangs,
the Jets and the Sharks, and serves as a backdrop for the love story between Tony and
Maria.

What role does music play in 'West Side Story'?
Music in 'West Side Story' not only enhances the emotional depth of the characters but
also helps to convey the narrative, with songs that express longing, conflict, and cultural
identity.

How do the characters of Tony and Maria symbolize the



conflict in 'West Side Story'?
Tony and Maria represent the possibility of love transcending cultural divisions, yet their
relationship also illustrates the tragic consequences of the social tensions around them.

What is the significance of the dance sequences in the
film?
The dance sequences are crucial in showcasing the characters' emotions and tensions,
while also reflecting the energetic and competitive nature of gang culture.

In what ways does 'West Side Story' address the issue of
immigration?
The film addresses immigration through the character of Bernardo and the Sharks, who
face discrimination and struggle to maintain their cultural identity in a society that
marginalizes them.

What is the role of violence in 'West Side Story'?
Violence serves as a central conflict driver in 'West Side Story', illustrating the destructive
nature of gang rivalry and its impact on individual lives and relationships.

How does 'West Side Story' differ from Shakespeare's
'Romeo and Juliet'?
While both stories feature star-crossed lovers, 'West Side Story' incorporates
contemporary social issues, such as gang violence and racial tensions, while maintaining
the essence of forbidden love present in 'Romeo and Juliet'.
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