
Somewhere West Side Story

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Mcmahon & Castaneda • Knowledge is power. • Page 1

Somewhere West Side Story

Introduction: The Enduring Power
of a Ballad

Few songs  in  musical  theatre  have achieved the  iconic
status of Somewhere West Side Story actually refers to
the poignant ballad "Somewhere" from the classic 1957
musical West Side Story. This single piece of music, with
its  soaring melody  and lyrics  of  longing for  a  place  of
peace, has transcended its original context to become a
universal  anthem  of  hope  and  unity.  Written  by  the
legendary duo of Leonard Bernstein (music) and Stephen
Sondheim (lyrics),  "Somewhere" is  far more than just  a
romantic duet; it is the emotional and thematic heart of a
story about love, hatred, and the desperate desire for a
better  world.  In  this  article,  we  will  explore  the  rich
history,  musical  brilliance,  cultural  impact,  and  lasting
legacy  of  this  extraordinary  song.  Whether  you  are  a
lifelong fan of the musical or encountering the piece for the
first time, the journey into Somewhere West Side Story
reveals a masterpiece that continues to speak to audiences
across generations.

The Birth of a Masterpiece: Context
within West Side Story

A Modern Retelling of Romeo and Juliet

To fully understand the weight of Somewhere West Side
Story, one must first appreciate the world from which it
emerges. West Side Story is a groundbreaking adaptation
of  Shakespeare's  Romeo  and  Juliet,  transplanted  from
Renaissance Verona to  the gritty  streets  of  1950s New
York  City.  The  feuding  families  become  rival  teenage
gangs: the white Jets and the Puerto Rican Sharks. The
star-crossed lovers,  Tony (a  former Jet)  and Maria  (the
sister of the Shark leader),  find themselves caught in a
cycle of racial tension, violence, and societal prejudice. The
original  Broadway  production,  conceived  by  Jerome
Robbins, with a book by Arthur Laurents, music by Leonard
Bernstein,  and  lyrics  by  Stephen  Sondheim,  was
revolutionary for its time, integrating dance and music into
the very fabric of the narrative.

Yet  within  this  brutal  landscape of  turf  wars  and hate,
"Somewhere" offers a glimpse of transcendence. It is not
sung at the beginning of the romance, but rather after the



tragedy has already begun to unfold. The song appears in
Act II,  following the rumble where Tony kills  Bernardo,
Maria's  brother.  In  this  moment  of  profound  grief  and
confusion, Maria and Tony come together, dreaming of a
place where their love can exist without the chains of their
feuding  communities.  The  song  is  a  fragile,  hopeful
whisper  in  the  face  of  overwhelming  despair.

Analyzing the Lyrics and Music of
"Somewhere"

The Sondheim Lyric: A Plea for Peace

Stephen  Sondheim's  lyrics  for  Somewhere  West  Side
Story  are  deceptively  simple  and  profoundly  effective.
They  avoid  elaborate  metaphors,  instead  using  direct,
almost  childlike  language:  "There's  a  place  for  us,
somewhere  a  place  for  us."  This  simplicity  mirrors  the
innocence  of  the  lovers'  dream.  The  repetition  of
"somewhere"  creates  a  sense of  yearning for  a  distant,
almost mythical location—a place that cannot be found on
a map but only in the heart. The lyric "Hold my hand and
we're  halfway  there"  emphasizes  the  power  of  human
connection as the first step toward that better world. The
song does not promise a utopia; it merely expresses the
belief that such a place should exist, that love and peace
are possible. This message of hope in the midst of tragedy
gives the song its enduring emotional punch.

Bernstein's Music: Dissonance and
Resolution

Leonard Bernstein's musical composition for "Somewhere"
is a masterclass in emotional tension and release. The song
is built on a simple, ascending melodic line that feels both
inevitable and heartbreaking. What makes it so effective is
Bernstein's  use  of  harmonic  dissonance.  The  opening
chords  are  unsettled,  creating  a  sense  of  longing  and
unease. The melody yearns upward, as if reaching for a
paradise that is always just out of reach. When it finally
resolves into a major key during the chorus ("Peace and
quiet  and  open  air"),  the  effect  is  cathartic.  The
orchestration is sparse and intimate, often featuring a solo
violin  or  cello,  which  adds  to  the  vulnerability  of  the
moment. The music captures the paradox of the story: the
beauty of love set against the ugliness of hatred.

The Role of "Somewhere" in Stage
Productions

A Duet for Hope

In its original stage form, Somewhere West Side Story is
a duet for Maria and Tony. However, the staging has varied
across  productions.  In  the  original  1957  Broadway
production, the song was performed as a dream sequence,
with the lovers imagining a world without  conflict.  The
famous  choreography  by  Jerome  Robbins  involved  the
entire  cast  dancing  in  a  serene,  almost  balletic  style,
representing  the  peace  that  the  lovers  long  for.  This
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staging reinforced that "Somewhere" is not just a personal
fantasy but a collective dream for the entire community.
Subsequent productions have sometimes placed the song
earlier in the act or even had Maria sing it alone to Tony's
ghost, emphasizing a more personal grief. Regardless of
the staging, the song remains a pivotal moment that shifts
the emotional axis of the musical.

The Film Adaptation: A Cinematic
Dreamscape

When West Side Story was adapted into the 1961 Academy
Award-winning  film,  director  Robert  Wise  and  Jerome
Robbins had the challenge of translating the song to the
screen. The film version of "Somewhere" is a breathtaking
sequence.  Tony  and  Maria  are  shown  in  a  dream-like
setting, with the characters dressed in white and dancing
in a heavenly landscape that contrasts sharply with the
gritty, realistic New York streets seen in the rest of the
film. Betty Wand provided the singing voice for Natalie
Wood's  Maria,  while  Jimmy  Bryant  sang  for  Richard
Beymer's  Tony.  The sequence is  pure cinematic  poetry,
using slow motion and soft focus to underscore the fantasy.
This  visual  interpretation  cemented  the  song  as  a
transcendent  moment  of  musical  storytelling.

Cultural Impact and
Interpretations

Covers and Reimaginings

The song "Somewhere" has been recorded by hundreds of
artists across genres, from classical to pop to jazz. Barbra
Streisand's 1985 recording for The Broadway Album is one
of the most famous, stripping the arrangement down to a
simple piano and voice, letting the lyrics resonate with raw
emotion.  Phil  Collins,  Aretha  Franklin,  Tom Waits,  and
even the rock band Muse have all covered the song, each
bringing a unique interpretation. The song's universality
means it can be adapted to many styles while retaining its
core  message.  In  2021,  Steven  Spielberg's  new  film
adaptation of West Side Story reintroduced the song to a
new  generation,  with  the  vocal  performance  of  Rachel
Zegler  and Ansel  Elgort.  Spielberg's  version placed the
song  in  a  more  earthbound  setting—a  construction
site—emphasizing the real-world challenges of  achieving
such a dream.

Social and Political Resonance

Beyond its  place in  musical  theatre,  Somewhere West
Side Story has become an anthem for social movements.
Its plea for a world without hatred or division has been
used in protests, memorials, and peace rallies. The lyrics
"We'll  find  a  new  way  of  living,  we'll  find  a  way  of
forgiving"  speak  directly  to  efforts  for  reconciliation  in
communities torn apart by racism, war, or political strife.
The song's ability to be both deeply personal and broadly
political  is  a  testament  to  the  quality  of  its  writing.  It
reminds us that art can be a vehicle for change, a way to
envision  a  better  future  even  when  the  present  seems



hopeless.

The Musicological Significance of
"Somewhere"

Tonality and Structure

From  a  music  theory  perspective,  "Somewhere"  is  a
fascinating piece. Bernstein uses a technique called "tonal
ambiguity"—the key  signature  is  not  clearly  established
until the chorus. The verse oscillates between minor and
major tonalities, creating an unsettling feeling. The famous
line  "Somewhere  there's  a  place  for  us"  begins  on  an
ascending  leap  of  a  minor  seventh,  an  interval  that
traditionally conveys longing or yearning. The song's form
is  a  simple  AABA  structure,  but  Berstein's  harmonic
choices make it feel anything but simple. The use of the
"Tritone" interval (the same interval used in the famous
"Maria" song) ties the entire score together thematically,
linking love and tragedy.

Integration with the Leitmotif System

Like  Wagner,  Bernstein  employs  leitmotifs  throughout
West Side Story. The melody that opens "Somewhere" is
actually  a  transformation  of  the  "Jet  Song"  theme,  but
slowed  down  and  harmonized  differently.  This  musical
connection suggests that the violent energy of the gangs is
the same energy that could fuel love and peace—if only it
were  redirected.  The  song  also  contains  a  phrase  that
echoes "Maria": the two notes on the word "Some-where"

are identical to the opening of "Maria" (a rising fifth). This
subtle musical link implies that the dream of "Somewhere"
is inseparable from the love for Maria. The musical score is
a complex web of such connections, rewarding repeated
listening.

Why "Somewhere" Continues to
Resonate

Timeless Themes of Hope and Division

The reasons for the enduring popularity of  Somewhere
West Side Story are rooted in its themes. In a world that
still  grapples  with  racism,  inequality,  and  violence,  the
song's message has never been more relevant. It speaks to
the human condition:  our yearning for safety,  love,  and
peace. The simple, direct lyricism allows each listener to
project their own hopes onto the song. Whether one is a
teenager in love, a refugee seeking a new home, or an
activist  fighting  for  justice,  "Somewhere"  provides  a
musical language for that longing. The song is a testament
to the power of musical theatre to address profound human
truths.

The Role of the Ballad in the Musical

In the context of West Side Story, "Somewhere" serves as
the emotional climax, even surpassing the actual ending of
the show. The final scene of the musical, where Tony dies
in Maria's arms, is tragic, but it is the memory of the song
that provides catharsis. Audiences leave the theatre with



Somewhere West Side Story

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Mcmahon & Castaneda • Knowledge is power. • Page 5

the melody of "Somewhere" in their heads, holding onto
the  hope  that  Maria  expresses.  The  ballad  tradition  in
musical theatre often serves to slow down time and allow
characters  to  articulate  their  deepest  feelings.
"Somewhere" does this with extraordinary power, elevating
the entire show from a gritty street tragedy to a timeless
meditation on love and possibility.

Comparing the Original and
Spielberg's Vision

Changes in Lyrical Interpretation

Steven  Spielberg's  2021  film  made  a  few  subtle  but
significant changes to the staging of "Somewhere". While
the original film used a dream ballet sequence, Spielberg
placed the song in a realistic setting: a half-built apartment
building. Tony imagines a future for himself  and Maria,
free from the gangs. The choreography by Justin Peck is
more grounded, using everyday movements like climbing
stairs and walking through scaffolding. This interpretation
shifts the emphasis from fantasy to possibility:  a dream
that could become real if only society would allow it. The
inclusion of the Spanish dialogue between Maria and her
friends in the preceding scene also adds a layer of cultural
specificity that was absent from the 1961 film.

Vocal and Performance Differences

Rachel Zegler's performance of the song as Maria brings a
youthful, vulnerable quality. Her voice is lighter and more
delicate than the classic Broadway belters, which makes
the song feel more like a whispered wish. Ansel Elgort's
Tony  joins  her  with  a  warm,  earnest  tone.  The
orchestration, still conducted by Gustavo Dudamel, honors
Bernstein's  original  score while using modern recording
techniques to bring out the intimacy of the harmonies. The
result is a version that feels both respectful of tradition and
fresh for contemporary audiences.

The Legacy of "Somewhere" in
Popular Culture

Television, Film, and Stage References

The song has been referenced in countless television shows
and movies. It appears in episodes of Glee, The Simpsons,
and Ally McBeal, often as a moment of emotional catharsis
for characters. It has been performed at tribute concerts
for Leonard Bernstein and Stephen Sondheim, and during
memorials for victims of violence. The song's iconic nature
means that even a few notes can evoke the entire world of
West Side Story. It has become a standard in the repertoire
of  many  classical  and  pop  singers,  a  testament  to  its
melodic and lyrical strength.

A Song for All Seasons

Unlike some show tunes that feel


