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West Side Story Study Guide: Movie Questions to
Spark Deeper Understanding

Are you diving into the timeless classic, West Side Story? Whether you're a student tackling
it for class, a film buff revisiting this cinematic masterpiece, or simply a curious viewer
wanting to engage more deeply, this comprehensive study guide, packed with insightful
movie questions, will unlock a richer understanding of its themes, characters, and enduring
impact. We'll explore everything from the social commentary to the iconic choreography,
ensuring you're equipped to analyze and appreciate this powerful story. Get ready to delve
into the heart of West Side Story with these thought-provoking questions designed to
enhance your viewing experience and spark meaningful discussions.

. Understanding the Social Context: West Side Story
and the 1950s

Before we jump into the plot, it's crucial to understand the historical backdrop. West Side
Story, a modern adaptation of Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet, reflects the anxieties and
tensions of 1950s America.

Discussion Questions:

1. How does the film portray the social and economic realities of the time? Consider the
living conditions, racial tensions, and societal expectations depicted.

2. How does the rivalry between the Jets and the Sharks reflect real-world social
divisions and prejudices prevalent in the 1950s? Consider the roles of ethnicity, class,
and immigration in shaping these divisions.

3. How does the film use music and dance to express the characters’ frustrations and
anxieties about their social circumstances? Analyze specific scenes where this is most
evident.

4. Compare and contrast the portrayal of the Jets and Sharks. Are there any nuanced
differences in their motivations and grievances?

5. To what extent does the film’s portrayal of the 1950s resonate with contemporary
social issues? Can you draw parallels to present-day challenges?



Il. Character Analysis: Exploring the Depth of West Side
Story's Characters

The characters in West Side Story are complex and multi-layered, grappling with love,
loyalty, prejudice, and the harsh realities of their lives.

Discussion Questions:
1. Analyze the character of Tony. How does he evolve throughout the film? Is he a tragic
hero? Why or why not?

2. Compare and contrast Tony and Riff’s leadership styles. How do their approaches
differ, and what are the consequences of these differences?

3. Maria's character is often viewed as passive, yet she displays remarkable courage and
conviction. Explore these seemingly contradictory aspects of her personality.

4. Analyze Bernardo's character. What motivates him? Is he simply a ruthless gang
leader, or is there more to him than meets the eye?

5. Examine the roles of Anita and Doc. How do they represent different perspectives
within the narrative? What is the significance of their involvement in the story's

central conflict?

6. Explore the supporting characters, such as Anybodys. How do these minor characters
contribute to the overall themes of the film?

I1l. Themes and Motifs: Deconstructing the Core
Messages of West Side Story

West Side Story is rich in thematic depth, exploring universal issues with powerful
resonance.

Discussion Questions:
1. How does the film explore the themes of love and hate? How are these opposing
forces interwoven throughout the narrative?

2. Analyze the theme of prejudice and discrimination in the film. How is it portrayed, and
what are its consequences?

3. Discuss the theme of violence and its cyclical nature within the film. How does the film
portray the consequences of violence and the difficulty of breaking the cycle?

4. How does the film use music and dance to convey its themes? Analyze specific



musical numbers and dance sequences that effectively highlight key themes.

5. Explore the theme of fate versus free will. Do the characters have agency, or are their
actions predetermined by circumstance?

6. Discuss the film's use of irony and foreshadowing. Identify specific instances where
these literary devices enhance the narrative’s impact.

IV. Artistic Merit: The Cinematic Brilliance of West Side
Story

Beyond its story, West Side Story is a cinematic masterpiece showcasing exceptional
artistry.

Discussion Questions:
1. Analyze the film's use of color, cinematography, and mise-en-scene. How do these
elements contribute to the overall aesthetic and emotional impact of the film?

2. How effective is the use of choreography and dance in telling the story? Analyze
specific scenes where dance enhances the narrative.

3. Discuss the film’s soundtrack and its contribution to the story's emotional resonance.
Which musical numbers are most effective, and why?

4. Compare and contrast the original 1961 film with more recent adaptations or stage
productions. How have interpretations changed over time?

5. Evaluate the film's lasting legacy and its impact on popular culture. How has West
Side Story influenced subsequent films, musicals, and other art forms?

Conclusion

This West Side Story study guide offers a starting point for a deeper exploration of this
powerful and enduring film. By engaging with these questions, you can move beyond a
simple viewing experience and cultivate a richer understanding of its complex themes,
characters, and artistic achievements. Whether in a classroom setting, a film club
discussion, or simply for personal reflection, these questions are designed to enhance your
appreciation of this cinematic classic.

FAQs

1. What are the key differences between the original Broadway production and the 1961



film adaptation of West Side Story? The film adaptation streamlines the story, makes
some character adjustments, and significantly enhances the visual aspects through its
cinematic techniques. The Broadway production allows for greater intimacy and stage-
specific nuances.

1. How does West Side Story reflect the anxieties and social issues of its time? The film
vividly portrays the racial tensions, gang violence, and economic disparities prevalent
in the 1950s, making it a powerful reflection of its historical context.

1. What makes the choreography in West Side Story so iconic? The choreography by
Jerome Robbins is renowned for its innovative blend of ballet, jazz, and street dance
styles, reflecting the characters' emotions and the film's themes in a highly expressive
manner.

1. Why is West Side Story still relevant today? The film's themes of prejudice, gang
violence, and the struggle for love and acceptance continue to resonate deeply with
audiences, demonstrating its timeless appeal and ongoing social relevance.

1. What are some alternative interpretations of the ending of West Side Story? Some
interpret the ending as a tragic inevitability due to the entrenched social conflicts,
while others emphasize the potential for hope and change hinted at in the final
moments. The ambiguity allows for various readings depending on individual
perspective.
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