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WEST SIDE STORY SONGS LYRICS: A TIMELESS MASTERPIECE OF MUSICAL
THEATRE

When audiences first encountered the electrifying score of West Side Story in 1957, they witnessed
a revolution in musical theatre. The West Side Story songs lyrics, penned by a young Stephen
Sondheim, remain among the most sophisticated and emotionally resonant ever written for the
stage. This modern retelling of Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet, set against the backdrop of New
York City gang warfare, transformed the American musical with its raw energy, complex characters,
and unparalleled integration of song and story. Decades later, the power of these lyrics continues to
captivate new generations, whether experienced through the original Broadway production, the
beloved 1961 film, or Steven Spielberg's 2021 adaptation.

The Genius Behind the Lyrics: Stephen
Sondheim's Breakthrough

It is impossible to discuss West Side Story songs lyrics without acknowledging the extraordinary
talent of Stephen Sondheim. At just twenty-seven years old, Sondheim was given the daunting task
of writing lyrics for a score composed by Leonard Bernstein, with a book by Arthur Laurents and
choreography by Jerome Robbins. This was Sondheim's first major Broadway credit, and he
approached the project with remarkable ambition and skill.

Sondheim once remarked that he wanted the lyrics to sound like how these young characters
actually spoke, but elevated to poetry. This meant capturing the vernacular of 1950s New York
street kids while maintaining a level of artistry that could express profound emotion. The result is a
collection of lyrics that feel simultaneously authentic and transcendent. Sondheim painstakingly
crafted every syllable to match Bernstein's complex musical phrases, creating a seamless union of
word and melody that set a new standard for musical theatre writing.

The Major Songs and Their Lyrical
Significance

Each song in West Side Story serves a distinct dramatic purpose, advancing character development
and plot while offering audiences moments of pure emotional release. Let us explore the most iconic
numbers and what makes their lyrics so unforgettable.

"SOMETHING'S COMING"

Tony's first solo number establishes his restless optimism and yearning for something beyond his
current circumstances. The West Side Story songs lyrics in "Something's Coming" are
deliberately fragmented and syncopated, mirroring Tony's anticipation and nervous energy. Lines
like "Could be! Who knows? There's something due any day" capture the breathless excitement of
youth on the cusp of change. Sondheim uses vivid imagery of "a new-minted penny" and "a click of
a ticking clock" to convey the sense that fate is imminent. The lyric "Around the corner, or whistling
down the river" suggests that love and destiny are just within reach, setting the stage for Tony's
meeting with Maria.

"MARIA"

Perhaps the most famous love song from the musical, "Maria" marks the moment Tony realizes he
has fallen in love. The lyrics transform the simple name of a woman into an incantation, a prayer,
and a revelation. Sondheim repeats the name "Maria" in various melodic and rhythmic
configurations, allowing the word itself to become music. The line "Say it loud and there's music
playing, say it soft and it's almost like praying" demonstrates Sondheim's ability to elevate everyday
language into something sacred. The song builds from whispered wonder to full-throated
declaration, perfectly capturing the overwhelming sensation of new love.

"TONIGHT"

The ensemble number "Tonight" serves as a breathtaking quintet, weaving together the hopes and
plans of multiple characters. The West Side Story songs lyrics here are masterfully interwoven,
with Tony and Maria dreaming of their future together while Anita and Bernardo anticipate conflict
with the Jets. The Sharks and Jets plan their rumble with escalating intensity. Sondheim creates a
dramatic irony that audiences feel viscerally: the lovers imagine a peaceful night while violence
inexorably approaches. The lyric "Tonight, tonight, it all began tonight" is simultaneously joyous and
ominous, as we sense that this night will change everything, though not necessarily for the better.

"AMERICA"

This high-energy number showcases Sondheim's skill with wit, social commentary, and rhythmic
wordplay. The West Side Story songs lyrics in "America" present a heated debate between
Puerto Rican women who see opportunity in their new country and men who feel disillusioned by
broken promises. Lines like "Life is all right in America" are countered with "If you're all white in
America," delivering sharp criticism of racial inequality with remarkable concision. The lyric
"Everything free in America" followed by "For a small fee in America" demonstrates Sondheim's
ability to pack layers of meaning into paired phrases. The song's relentless energy and clever
rhymes make it a showstopper while advancing critical themes about immigration and belonging.

"l FEEL PRETTY"

Maria's joyful celebration of love in "l Feel Pretty" is intentionally ironic, as audiences know that
tragedy is approaching. The West Side Story songs lyrics here are playful and almost childlike,
with Maria comparing herself to a "pretty girl* who is "handsome and pretty." Sondheim uses
internal rhymes and bouncy rhythms to capture the giddiness of young love. The tragic irony is
palpable: Maria's innocence and happiness cannot last, and her joy makes the coming catastrophe
all the more devastating. This song demonstrates how Sondheim could write lyrics that function
beautifully on the surface while carrying deeper emotional weight beneath.

"SOMEWHERE"

The yearning ballad "Somewhere" functions as the musical's emotional and thematic center. The
West Side Story songs lyrics express a longing for a world without hatred, fear, and division.
"There's a place for us, somewhere a place for us" is deceptively simple, yet the repetition of the
word "somewhere" suggests both hope and uncertainty. The lyric "Hold my hand and we're halfway
there" acknowledges that unity requires effort and faith. In the original Broadway production, this
song was performed by an offstage ensemble voice, representing an impossible dream. In later
productions, it has been given to Tony and Maria, making their loss even more heartbreaking. The
lyric "Peace and quiet and open air" envisions a world that the characters can never truly inhabit.

The Art of Character Through Lyrics

What makes the West Side Story songs lyrics so extraordinary is how Sondheim uses language
to define character. Each character's songs reveal their personality, background, and desires
through vocabulary, syntax, and rhythm.

Tony's lyrics are poetic and aspirational. He uses elevated language such as "whistle down the river"
and "a new-minted penny," reflecting his desire to escape the limitations of his world. His songs are
filled with images of light, sky, and possibility.

Maria's lyrics move from innocence to wisdom. In "l Feel Pretty," her language is playful and self-
absorbed. By "Tonight," she speaks of love with newfound maturity. Her final scene, with the
devastating line "l can kill, too, because now | have hate," shows how her language has been
transformed by tragedy.

Anita's lyrics are sharp, worldly, and defiant. In "America," she matches wits with Bernardo, using
humor and sarcasm to defend her choices. Her lyric "Immigrant goes to America, many hellos in
America, nobody knows in America" captures the bittersweet reality of starting over.

The gang members speak in the vernacular of street kids, using slang and aggressive language that
sounds authentic to their environment. Sondheim gave each gang a distinct linguistic style, with the
Jets using more casual American slang and the Sharks mixing English with Spanish phrases.

The Fusion of Lyrics, Music, and Dance

One cannot fully appreciate West Side Story songs lyrics without understanding how they
function within the larger theatrical experience. Leonard Bernstein's music provides the emotional
landscape, while Jerome Robbins' choreography translates the characters' emotions into physical
movement. The lyrics exist in a symbiotic relationship with these other elements.

In "Tonight," the quintet structure allows Sondheim to write lyrics that interlock rhythmically and
thematically. Each character's lines have their own melody and meter, yet they combine into a
cohesive whole. The lyric "Tonight, tonight, won't be just any night" appears in different variations
across the voices, creating a sense of shared fate.

In "Cool," Riff's attempt to control the Jets' aggression is expressed through clipped, staccato lyrics
that mirror the finger-snapping choreography. "Boy, boy, crazy boy, get cool, boy" becomes a
rhythmic mantra, with the word "cool" functioning as both command and threat.

Cultural Impact and Enduring Relevance

The West Side Story songs lyrics have entered the cultural lexicon in ways that few musical
theatre works ever achieve. "Maria" and "Tonight" remain among the most recorded and performed
songs in the American songbook. "America" has become an anthem for immigrant communities and
a source of pride for Puerto Rican culture. "Somewhere" has been covered by artists ranging from
Barbra Streisand to the Pet Shop Boys, each interpretation finding new meaning in its timeless
yearning.

The themes explored in these lyrics remain urgently relevant. The musical addresses gang violence,
racial prejudice, immigration, and the failure of adults to protect young people. The lyric "We're all
right now, but we all might be dead tonight" from "Tonight" speaks to the casual acceptance of
violence that still plagues many communities. The longing for connection across social divisions in
"Somewhere" resonates in an era of deepening polarization.

The 2021 Spielberg Film and New
Interpretations

Steven Spielberg's 2021 adaptation brought these lyrics to a new generation, with Ariana DeBose's
Oscar-winning performance as Anita introducing fresh emotional complexity to songs like "America"
and "A Boy Like That." The film restored the full context of the West Side Story songs lyrics,
presenting them without the cuts made to the 1961 film. This allowed audiences to hear songs like
"Somewhere" performed in their complete form, revealing the full scope of Sondheim's vision.

The film also incorporated more Spanish dialogue and songs without subtitles, honoring the bilingual
reality of the characters. This approach deepened the meaning of lyrics like "I want to be in
America" by acknowledging the complexity of cultural identity. The decision to cast Latinx actors
who could authentically represent the experience of Puerto Rican immigrants added new layers of
meaning to every lyric about belonging and displacement.

Conclusion

The West Side Story songs lyrics represent a pinnacle of American musical theatre writing.
Stephen Sondheim's ability to capture authentic speech, express profound emotion, and advance
dramatic action through song has influenced generations of writers. From the trembling anticipation
of "Something's Coming" to the devastating finality of "I can kill, too," these lyrics continue to move
and challenge audiences. They remind us that musical theatre at its best can be both entertainment
and art, both popular and profound. As long as young people fall in love and worlds conspire against
them, these songs will speak to the human heart. The words that Sondheim so carefully crafted
remain alive, waiting to be sung, heard, and felt by each new generation that discovers this timeless
masterpiece.
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