
tonight west side story chords

tonight west side story chords are essential for musicians and enthusiasts aiming to capture the
emotional depth and musical complexity of this iconic song from the renowned musical West Side
Story. Composed by Leonard Bernstein with lyrics by Stephen Sondheim, "Tonight" is one of the
most celebrated pieces in musical theater, blending rich harmonies and memorable melodies.
Understanding the chords and progression used in this song offers valuable insight into its dramatic
tension and romantic expression. This article serves as a comprehensive guide to the tonight west
side story chords, exploring the song’s structure, chord variations, and tips for performance.
Whether you are a guitarist, pianist, or arranger, mastering these chords will enhance your
interpretation and appreciation of this classic number.
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Overview of Tonight from West Side Story
"Tonight" is a pivotal song from West Side Story, embodying the intense emotions between the
characters Tony and Maria. The musical itself revolutionized American theater by combining
classical music techniques with jazz and popular music elements. The song’s harmonic structure is
both sophisticated and accessible, making it a favorite for performers and audiences alike. The
tonight west side story chords reflect a mix of traditional musical theater forms and innovative jazz-
inflected harmonies, which contribute to the song’s enduring appeal.

Historical Context
Premiering in 1957, West Side Story presented a modern retelling of Shakespeare’s Romeo and
Juliet. "Tonight" captures the anticipation and hopefulness of young love amid social conflict.
Leonard Bernstein’s composition uses complex chord changes to evoke various moods throughout
the song, from tenderness to dramatic intensity. This context is crucial for understanding why the
chords are structured the way they are and how they support the narrative.

Musical Style and Influence
The tonight west side story chords blend classical harmony with jazz and Latin influences. This



fusion creates a rich soundscape that challenges conventional musical theater compositions. The
song’s harmonic rhythm, key modulations, and use of diminished and extended chords are
characteristic of Bernstein’s compositional style. Recognizing these elements helps musicians
approach the piece with technical and stylistic accuracy.

Basic Chord Progression of Tonight
At its core, the tonight west side story chords follow a progression that balances tension and
resolution, mirroring the emotional narrative. The song is typically performed in the key of B minor,
although transpositions are common to suit vocal ranges. The basic progression introduces the
listener to key motifs that recur throughout the piece, establishing a tonal foundation.

Primary Chords
The fundamental chords in the song include Bm, E7, A, F#7, G, and D, among others. These chords
create a harmonic framework that supports the melody while allowing for expressive dynamics. The
progression often shifts between minor and major tonalities, enhancing the emotional contrast.

Chord Progression Pattern
A simplified chord progression pattern for the main theme might look like this:

Bm – E7 – A – F#7

G – D – Em – F#7

Bm – G – A – F#7

This sequence showcases the song's characteristic movement, blending minor key melancholy with
major key brightness.

Detailed Breakdown of Tonight West Side Story Chords
Delving deeper into the tonight west side story chords reveals the sophisticated harmonic language
Bernstein employed. The chords often include extensions, suspensions, and passing tones that add
complexity and emotional nuance. This section breaks down key segments of the song to illustrate
these features.

Introduction Chords
The introduction sets the mood with a slow, deliberate progression emphasizing the B minor
tonality. Chords like Bm7 and E7sus4 create an atmosphere of anticipation. The use of suspended
and added tone chords here is crucial for building tension before the melody begins.



Main Theme Chords
The main theme utilizes a combination of dominant seventh chords and minor chords, supporting the
rising and falling melodic contour. Chords such as F#7 and Amaj7 provide harmonic color and
movement. The interplay between these chords reflects the push and pull of the characters’
emotions in the storyline.

Bridge and Modulation
In the bridge section, the tonight west side story chords often modulate to related keys, introducing
chords like D7 and Gmaj7. These modulations enhance the song’s dynamic range and highlight
moments of heightened drama. Bernstein’s use of chromatic passing chords further enriches this
section.

Chord Variations and Substitutions
Advanced musicians often explore chord variations and substitutions to add personal interpretation
to the tonight west side story chords. These alterations can emphasize certain moods or facilitate
smoother transitions between sections.

Common Substitutions
Some commonly used substitutions include replacing dominant seventh chords with altered
dominants or diminished chords. For example, substituting F#7 with F#7b9 or Bm7 with Bm9 adds
jazz flavor and harmonic interest. These variations maintain the song’s original feel while providing
a fresh perspective.

Extended and Altered Chords
Incorporating extended chords such as 9ths, 11ths, and 13ths allows for richer voicings. Altered
chords can also be used to increase tension before resolving to a tonic chord. These techniques are
particularly effective in live performances and jazz arrangements of tonight west side story chords.

Tips for Playing Tonight on Guitar and Piano
Performing tonight west side story chords accurately and expressively requires attention to voicing,
rhythm, and dynamics. This section offers practical tips for guitarists and pianists to bring the song
to life.

Guitar Playing Tips
For guitarists, mastering barre chords and chord inversions is essential to capture the song’s
harmonic richness. Using fingerstyle or hybrid picking can enhance the song’s melodic lines within



the chord structure. Additionally, paying attention to chord transitions and incorporating subtle
dynamics will improve overall performance.

Piano Playing Tips
Pianists should focus on voice leading and chord voicing to emphasize the song’s emotional
contours. Playing the melody with the right hand while supporting chords with the left hand requires
coordination and practice. Experimenting with pedal use can create smooth transitions and sustain
harmonies effectively.

Practice Techniques

Start slowly to internalize chord shapes and progressions.

Use a metronome to develop consistent timing.

Work on dynamic control to convey the song’s emotional shifts.

Listen to multiple recordings to understand interpretive variations.

Practice chord substitutions to expand harmonic vocabulary.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the basic chords for 'Tonight' from West Side Story?
The basic chords for 'Tonight' include D minor, G7, C major, A7, and F major, which capture the
song's romantic and dramatic feel.

Are there any chord variations or jazz chords commonly used
in 'Tonight' from West Side Story?
Yes, jazz musicians often use chord extensions like Dm7, G13, Cmaj7, and A7b9 to add color and
complexity to the harmony in 'Tonight.'

Where can I find accurate chord charts for 'Tonight' from
West Side Story?
Accurate chord charts can be found in published sheet music collections for West Side Story or on
reputable music education websites and jazz standards chord databases.



How do the chords in 'Tonight' reflect the mood of West Side
Story?
The chords shift between minor and major tonalities, creating a bittersweet and hopeful mood that
reflects the love and tension in the story.

What key is 'Tonight' from West Side Story typically played in?
'Tonight' is typically played in the key of D minor, which supports the song’s emotional depth and
intensity.

Can beginners play 'Tonight' from West Side Story with basic
chords?
Yes, beginners can play simplified versions of 'Tonight' using basic chords like Dm, G7, C, and A7,
though some of the original harmonies are more complex.

Additional Resources
1. Mastering West Side Story: A Comprehensive Guide to Tonight Chords
This book offers an in-depth analysis of the chord progressions used in "Tonight" from West Side
Story. It breaks down the harmonic structure, providing musicians with practical exercises to master
the piece. Ideal for intermediate to advanced players aiming to deepen their understanding of
musical theater chords.

2. Jazz Harmony and West Side Story: Unlocking the Chords of Tonight
Explore the jazz influences behind West Side Story's iconic score in this detailed guide. The book
focuses on the chord voicings and progressions in "Tonight," explaining how Leonard Bernstein
incorporated jazz harmony into the musical. Great for jazz pianists and arrangers looking to expand
their repertoire.

3. Playing West Side Story: Tonight Chords and Techniques for Guitarists
Tailored for guitar players, this book breaks down the chords and fingerings for "Tonight" from West
Side Story. It includes tablature, chord charts, and stylistic tips to capture the essence of the song. A
perfect resource for guitarists wanting to perform the piece authentically.

4. West Side Story Piano Adventures: Chord Analysis of Tonight
This piano method book focuses on the chordal structure of "Tonight," helping pianists interpret and
perform the piece with confidence. It includes exercises to build chord recognition and finger
dexterity. Suitable for students and teachers aiming to incorporate musical theater into piano
lessons.

5. Understanding Musical Theater Harmony: West Side Story's Tonight
This book delves into the harmonic language of musical theater, using "Tonight" as a primary
example. It explains how chords function within the narrative and emotional context of the song. An
excellent resource for composers, arrangers, and music theory students.

6. West Side Story for Jazz Ensembles: Arranging Tonight Chords



Focused on arranging, this book provides insights into adapting "Tonight" for various jazz ensemble
settings. It emphasizes chord voicings, reharmonization techniques, and ensemble interplay. Ideal
for band directors and arrangers seeking to bring West Side Story to their groups.

7. Leonard Bernstein's West Side Story: A Chordal Perspective on Tonight
A scholarly exploration of Leonard Bernstein's compositional style with a focus on "Tonight." The
book examines Bernstein's chord choices and how they contribute to the musical's emotional impact.
Perfect for musicologists and serious students of musical theater composition.

8. West Side Story on Ukulele: Tonight Chords Simplified
This beginner-friendly guide simplifies the chords of "Tonight" for ukulele players. It includes chord
diagrams, strumming patterns, and performance tips to help players of all levels. A fun way to bring
West Side Story into your ukulele repertoire.

9. From Broadway to the Bandstand: Tonight Chords in West Side Story
This book bridges the gap between Broadway and popular music by analyzing the chord
progressions of "Tonight." It discusses how the song's chords have influenced jazz and pop covers. A
valuable read for musicians interested in cross-genre adaptations.
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