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Leonard Bernstein  was an American conductor, composer, pianist, music educator, author, and humanitarian. Considered to be one of the most important conductors of his time, he was the first American-born conductor to receive international acclaim. He wrote symphonies, ballet  music, choral works, opera, chamber music, and pieces for the piano. Bernstein was a critical figure in the modern revival of the music of Gustav Mahler. 
Bernstein was born in Massachusetts to Russian Jewish parents, Sam and Jennie, his father emigrating from Russia and mother from Ukraine. In his early youth, his only exposure to music was the household radio and music on Friday nights at the synagogue. When he was ten years old he started to have piano lessons when his aunt deposited a piano in their home. In the summers, the Bernstein family regularly went to their vacation home in Sharon, Massachusetts, where young Leonard conscripted all the neighborhood children to put on shows ranging from Carmen to H.M.S. Pinafore. He also gave piano lessons to young people in his neighborhood, one of his students, Sid Ramin, becaming Bernstein's lifelong friend and orchestrator for West Side Story.  
In 1932, at the age of 14 Bernstein played Brahms's Rhapsody in G minor at his first public piano performance at the New England Conservatory. Two years later, he made his solo debut with orchestra in Grieg's Piano Concerto  with the Boston Public School Orchestra. 
Bernstein's sensational conducting debut, deputising for Bruno Walter, took place in November 1943 to enormous national acclaim. At this time he was working on a New York based musical On the Town for his friend Jerome Robbins. It opened in 1945 to ecstatic reviews and was showered with awards.  
The McCarthy era was in full swing by this time and Bernstein was among hundreds of artists who were asked to testify to the House Un-American Activities committee. He was denied a passport for some time, and his response to the mood of hysterical witch-hunting influenced his next work for the stage, based on Voltaire's satirical Candide but this ran for only seventy-three performances. As soon as Candide had opened in December 1956 Bernstein returned to West Side tory which, by contrast, two years later ran for 772 performances.
In 1949 Robbins had suggested a modern version of Romeo & Juliet which was to be called East Side Story, staging the conflict between rival Catholic and Jewish groups. However, this project foundered until 1955, when teenage Latin gang violence in Los Angeles made the news. The writer Arthur Laurents suggested that the conflict should be changed to involve Puerto-Rican versus white gangs on the then-grungy Upper West Side of Manhattan; Stephen Sondheim joined to write the lyrics and all at once, the project took off. It is filled with jazz and Latin American rhythms and is painted in Bernstein's forceful, witty, tough, tender, joyful and tragic music. The same day that Bernstein saw his first run-through of West Side Story, he signed his contract to become the first American-born music director (and conductor) of the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. 
  	Inspired by  Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet, the dark theme, sophisticated music, extended dance scenes, tragic love story, and its focus on social problems marked a turning point in musical theatre. The story explores the rivalry between two teenage street gangs of different ethnic backgrounds; the Sharks who are recent migrants from Puerto Rico, and the Jets, who are white. 


Tony, a former member of the Jets and best friend of the gang's leader, Riff, falls in love with Maria, the sister of Bernardo, the leader of the Sharks. The scenes and dances flow together with no breaks.
The Prologue sets the stage with the two gangs, the Jets and Sharks eying each other menacingly. 
Somewhere is the beautiful duet where, Tony and Maria imagine a place free from prejudice where they can be together.
The Scherzo shows Chino telling Maria that Tony has killed her brother. 
The Mambo and Cha Cha take place in the gym while the Jets plan to drive the Sharks from the streets, and Tony first catches sight of Maria. 
In The Meeting the Jets are nervous as they prepare to meet the Sharks and are told to just play it cool.
In the Rumble (gang fight) Riff and Bernardo are both knifed before a police whistle breaks the ensuing frenzy and the gangs flee. 
In the Finale the stunned gangs appear in silence to carry away the body of Tony who had been shot in revenge by Chino.
