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The composition "A Boy Like That / I Have a Love" represents one of the most sophisticated intersections of 

musical theory, narrative structure, and character development in the history of the American musical theater. 

Composed by Leonard Bernstein with lyrics by Stephen Sondheim, this duet serves as the emotional and structural 

climax of Act II in West Side Story. To understand its impact, one must look beyond the surface-level melody and 

analyze the intricate harmonic frameworks, rhythmic motifs, and thematic metamorphosisthat define the

interaction between the characters Anita and Maria.

The Theoretical Framework of Conflict and Resolution

At the core of the West Side Story score is the recurring use of the tritone (an augmented fourth or diminished 

fifth), traditionally known as Diabolus in Musica (the devil in music). This interval provides the foundational tension 

for the entire show, particularly in the song "Maria." In "A Boy Like That / I Have a Love," Bernstein utilizes this 

interval and its eventual resolution to mirror the psychological journey of the two protagonists. The song is not 

merely a dialogue; it is a musical battle where dissonance represents prejudice and grief, while consonance

represents the transcendent nature of love.

Mathematical Rhythms and Meter Shifts

The song is built upon a series of complex rhythmic shifts that illustrate the state of mind of each character. Anita’s 

section, "A Boy Like That," is characterized by staccato delivery and aggressive syncopation. The meter often

fluctuates, creating a sense of urgency and instability. Anita's vocal line is punctuated by sharp attacks, reflecting

her trauma following the death of Bernardo and her fury at Tony.

Conversely, Maria’s transition into "I Have a Love" shifts the musical landscape into a legato flow. The time 

signature stabilizes, and the melodic lines become more expansive. This shift is not just aesthetic but structural; it

signifies Maria’s attempt to pull the narrative away from the chaos of the street war and into a realm of personal

truth.

Technical Analysis of 'A Boy Like That' (Anita's Movement)

Anita’s movement is a masterpiece of rhythmic drive. The orchestration utilizes lower woodwinds and heavy 

percussion to create a grounding, almost oppressive atmosphere. The technical execution of this section requires a 

Mezzo-Soprano with a strong lower register and the ability to maintain precise articulation at a high tempo.

Vocal Mechanics and Timbre

The vocal demands placed on the performer playing Anita involve a high degree of chest voiceresonance. The

lyrics "A boy like that wants one thing only" are delivered with a percussive quality. Technicians and vocal coaches

often focus on the 'glottal attack' during these lines to emphasize the character’s bitterness. The frequency range

(Hz) of Anita's part typically sits in the lower to middle tessitura, allowing for maximum power in the mid-range

where the emotional grit of the character resides.



•  Interval Usage: Frequent use of minor seconds and tritones to create a 'jarring' effect.

•  Tempo: Fast, driving 4/4 or 2/4 feel with heavy emphasis on the downbeat.

•  Dynamic Range: Primarily forte to fortissimo, signifying unfiltered rage.

Technical Analysis of 'I Have a Love' (Maria's Movement)

The transition into "I Have a Love" is often cited as one of the most seamless and effective modulations in musical 

theater. Maria interrupts Anita’s tirade not with volume, but with tonal clarity. This section requires a Lyric Soprano

 capable of sustained pianissimo notes that bloom into a powerful vibrato-rich climax.

The Harmonic Shift

Where Anita’s part is characterized by chromaticism, Maria’s part leans into diatonicism. The resolution from the 

tense, minor-heavy environment of Anita's warning to the lush, major-oriented (specifically E-flat major in many 

arrangements) environment of Maria’s defense provides the listener with a psychological release. This is a 

deliberate compositional tactic used by Bernstein to align the audience's empathy with Maria's perspective.



Feature 'A Boy Like That' (Anita) 'I Have a Love' (Maria)

Vocal Register Lower Mezzo-Soprano / Chest Voice Full Soprano / Head Voice

Melodic Style Angular, Staccato, Chromatic Arched, Legato, Diatonic

Orchestration Heavy Brass, Low Reeds, Percussion Strings, Flutes, Oboe

Rhythmic Foundation Syncopated, Unstable Steady, Sustained

Thematic Focus Social Reality / Consequences Personal Emotion / Transcendence

Comparative Evaluation: 1961 vs. 2021 Film Adaptations

The evolution of this song through various cinematic lenses provides a technical case study in sound design and 

mise-en-scène. In the 1961 film, the song is staged in a stylized, theatrical manner within a bedroom. The 2021 

Steven Spielberg adaptation, however, shifts the context to the back of Anita's dress shop, utilizing the physical 

environment to enhance the acoustic resonance and narrative weight.

The 1961 Technical Approach

In the 1961 version, the vocals were famously dubbed. Marni Nixon provided the singing voice for Natalie Wood 

(Maria), while Betty Wand provided the singing voice for Rita Moreno (Anita). This allowed for a highly polished, 

studio-engineered sound where the balance between the two voices was perfectly calibrated through multi-track 

mixing techniques of the era. The visual focus remained on the emotional expressions of the actors, while the audio 

focused on operatic precision.

The 2021 Technical Masterpiece

Spielberg’s 2021 version opted for live vocal captures in several sequences, including portions of this duet. Ariana 

DeBose (Anita) and Rachel Zegler (Maria) performed with a raw, physical intensity that changed the vocal 

harmonics. The technical recording utilized modern condenser microphones hidden in costumes, allowing for a 

broader dynamic range that captured whispers and gasps as much as the soaring high notes. The orchestration 

was re-recorded under the baton of Gustavo Dudamel, emphasizing the polyphonic texturesof the strings during

the transition.

Procedural Implementation: Staging the Duet

For theatrical directors and technical crews, staging "A Boy Like That / I Have a Love" requires a rigorous 

production workflow. The goal is to visually represent the shift from isolation to unity.

1.  Lighting Design: Start with harsh, high-contrast lighting for Anita (side-lighting to emphasize facial lines). 

Transition to a soft, warm key light on Maria as she begins her defense. By the end of the song, both characters 

should be bathed in a unified light source.

2.  Sound Mixing: The transition point ("Oh no, Anita, no...") requires a gradual increase in reverb decay to allow 

Maria’s voice to fill the space, contrasting with the 'dry' sound of Anita's initial verses.

3.  Blocking: Anita should dominate the horizontal space of the stage, pacing aggressively. Maria should occupy 

a static, central position, acting as the 'anchor' around which Anita's energy orbits until they eventually join hands.

Case Study: The 'Tragedy of Logic' vs. 'The Logic of Love'



The lyrics of the song present a logical stalemate. Anita’s argument is grounded in forensic reality: "He killed your 

brother." Maria’s rebuttal is grounded in existential necessity: "It's all that I have." Technically, this is achieved 

through counterpoint. In the final section of the song, both characters sing different lyrics and melodies 

simultaneously, yet they harmonize. This polyphonyis a metaphor for their reconciliation; they do not agree on the

facts, but they agree on the shared experience of grief and the necessity of love.

Mathematical Analysis of the Final Chord

The song often concludes on a major triad, but the journey to that chord is fraught with secondary dominants 

and diminished chords. This harmonic path mirrors the social friction of the play. The 'resolution' is musically 

satisfying to the audience because it provides a tonal home after nearly four minutes of tonal wandering. This is a 

prime example of psychoacoustics—using sound to influence the emotional relief of the listener.

Practical Challenges and Solutions in Performance

One of the primary challenges in performing this piece is breath management. Anita's lines are fast and leave little

room for inhalation, while Maria's lines require immense lung capacity for the sustained notes at the end of the

song.

•  Problem: Anita losing vocal clarity during the fast triplets. Solution: Focus on consonant crispness (T, K, P 

sounds) and reduced jaw tension.

•  Problem: Maria going sharp or flat during the E-flat 5 climax. Solution: Proper intercostal-diaphragmatic 

support and maintaining a 'tall' soft palate during the vowel formation of "love."

•  Problem: Instrumental bleed in live performance. Solution: Using directional cardioid microphones and 

strategic placement of the orchestra behind a sound shield if in a small venue.

Socio-Technical Implications of the Composition

Beyond the technical musicology, the song serves as a societal critique. Sondheim’s lyrics for Anita reflect the 

cynicism born of systemic oppression and racial tension. The "boy like that" is a generalization—a prejudiced 

heuristic. Maria’s response is a rejection of the heuristic in favor of the individual. In a technical sense, the song 

moves from Generalization (Anita) to Individualization (Maria) to Universalization (The Harmony).

This progression is why the song remains a staple of technical study in libretto writing and composition. It follows a 

perfect narrative arc within a single musical number, starting with an inciting incident (Anita’s discovery), a rising 

action (the vocal battle), a climax (Maria’s high notes), and a resolution (the final harmony). It is a microcosm of the 

entire play’s structure, compressed into a few minutes of high-intensity performance.

The enduring power of "A Boy Like That / I Have a Love" lies in its refusal to offer easy answers. While the music 

resolves into a beautiful harmony, the story eventually leads to a tragic conclusion. This juxtaposition of musical 

beauty and narrative tragedy is the hallmark of the Bernstein-Sondheim collaboration, proving that technical 

precision and emotional depth are not mutually exclusive, but rather interdependent components of great art.
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