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BERNSTE IN

West Side Story
Is it an opera? Is it a musical? A tragic operetta? A heavyweight 
work of musical theatre? A light‑ish opera? Perhaps most 
importantly: who cares? West Side Story is its own work of 
musical and theatrical brilliance; and the generic and idiomatic 
conventions it obeys, disregards, reinvents and creates for the 
first time are what make it the riotous success it always will be.

But the question of what it is won’t go away, and here’s why it 
matters. West Side Story is proof of how necessary, how popular 
and how society‑shaping contemporary musical theatre – and 
contemporary opera – can be, and how, if composers dare to 
straddle forms and styles that are often thought to be mutually 
exclusive, they can make works that create an electric shock of 
musical and political necessity when they’re new, which will 
go on resonating through the decades. 

It all amounts to a distinction between what makes a ‘musical’ 
and what makes an ‘opera’. It seems straightforward, doesn’t 
it? But once you get down to brass tacks of definition, the 
difference becomes much less watertight than the invisible 
wall that continues to separate, say, the Royal Opera House 
from London’s West End, or Broadway from the Metropolitan 
Opera in New York. Here are a few ideas about why they have 
become so separate. Singers in opera are usually un‑amplified, 
whereas performers in musicals are miked up. Musicals are 
usually split into numbers, such as choruses, arias, duets and 
ensembles, while opera is often more continuous. But those are 
highly dubious distinctions, since opera is sometimes amplified 
and it was always structured as a series of numbers, exactly like 
musicals are today, until 18th‑ and 19th‑century experimentalists 
such as Mozart and Wagner came along. Here’s another go: 
one takes up reservoirs of public funding or sponsorship for 
its survival (that’s opera), whereas the other is cast out on the 
mercy of public approbation, set to sink or swim based on the 
brutality of public opinion and the sheer cliff face of ticket sales 
(musicals). But, yet again, that’s a distinction that just doesn’t 
hold water, historically speaking, because the musicals model 
is exactly how opera worked in the 18th century in London 
and in the 19th century in Italy. Back to the drawing board.

Or, rather, let’s rip up the rule book. Imagine instead a musical‑
theatrical culture in which there wasn’t a ludicrous cultural 
firewall between ‘opera’ and ‘musicals’ and in which, both 
institutionally and artistically, musicians, singers and composers 
from across the spectrum of music theatre worked together to 
make the best shows they could. What would the repertoire 
of this kind of music‑theatre house look like? It ought to lead to 
the creation of more pieces like West Side Story from the widest 
range of today’s composers; but, before those new works 
appeared, it would put on Sondheim alongside Mozart, Bernstein 
as well as Rossini, Kurt Weill along with Andrew Lloyd Webber, 
Judith Weir and Claude‑Michel Schönberg, Marc Blitzstein and 
Mark Simpson. Sounds crazy? Maybe; but there are signs in 
recent seasons that opera houses are waking up to the necessity 
of embracing a wider world of music theatre than the hamstrung 
definition of ‘opera’ allows – something that John Wilson has 
been doing at the Proms for years, of course! And, as so often 
in musical culture, it’s an idea for which everyone is indebted to 
Leonard Bernstein. Let’s heed his legacy and make it happen.
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