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	Evaluation justification (strengths and weaknesses of thesis):

This thesis is very successful on many levels. The background is extensive and precisely focused in three areas: the Puerto Rican experience, most specifically in New York; ethnicity and gangs, again concentrating mainly in New York; then finally a concise three-page overview of New York itself centered on working class youth of the city at mid-20th century. In the later analysis, a much of this information is referred to specifically in comparison and contrast with the events, dialogue and characters of the musical. Because of this depth, the cohesion in the thesis is exceptional.

The author begins her analysis with background on the genesis of WSS and four main authors of the play. While these four pages might seem a bit too much, all of the information is meticulously connected to the themes and events of the play. Throughout the whole thesis, we are never too far from the people / characters in the play as seen through both the cultural background and the detailed examples from the musical used in the analysis. The BT author even adeptly connects the Jewish ethnicity of the authors of the musical with the characters in the work. She even points out that, while Tony is often an Italian nickname, the character is referred to in the text as a “Polack,” thus (while many Polish people in general are Catholic), Tony may in fact have Jewish heritage since his ancestors likely immigrated from Central Europe at the end of the 19th century. Although I have been familiar with this work since I was a boy, Tony’s potential Jewishness is an especially detailed and sophisticated interpretation that I had never considered. It also fits with the historical-cultural climate of the mid-20th century U.S., in which Jews were not yet fully accepted in the society (thus perhaps Tony was hiding his Jewishness, or at least did not emphasize it). 

Another sophisticated choice by the author is to focus much of her background and analysis through Rita Moreno, herself an immigrant from Puerto Rico with her mother in the 1930s. This allows the narrative of the bachelor’s thesis to always maintain a clear focus, since Moreno played Anita in both the Broadway and 1961 film version of WSS. By using the actual events from Moreno’s life – both personal and professional – to concentrate the information throughout the whole thesis, the reader can see the image of a real person through the details that are being described.

One more high point of the analysis is Chapter 6 “Analysis of Three Songs.” Once again, clear goals and precise conclusions are put forth about “the American Dream and Racism” (6.1), social institutions in terms of the various populations of the city (6.2), and “Humanizing the Puerto Ricans” by concentrating on the teenage female immigrant characters (6.3). Again, mainly through close readings of the song lyrics, we can see real people instead of just abstract ideas. The results are not only informative, but also more than once quite touching on an emotional level.

The language level is also fairly high, although every few pages the author slips into a more colloquial register. But most of all this writer should be congratulated for her strong information in the background and the precise application of this information in the analysis. It was very enjoyable to read such a paper and now I am looking forward to watching the 1961 film version again (and maybe Spielberg’s new version when it comes out later this year) while keeping in mind all of the details and background that I know now. Great job!


	Questions to be answered by student:

1) What are some clear differences between the real life situation of 20th-century immigrants (especially Puerto Ricans) and the stylized way the characters and events are portrayed in the musical?

2) Describe the ideas and values of those (on both sides) against the romance of Tony and Maria. How are / were these values also correct despite the overall message of tolerance in the musical?
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