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Ground-breaking exhibit focusing on
passion and artistry of Leonard
Bernstein opens at the National
Museum of American Jewish History
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L
eonard Bernstein was the ultimate Amer-
ican Renaissance man: a composer of both
symphonies and Broadway musicals; a
conductor, author and pianist who, as his
son puts it, “was always learning and al-
ways sharing what he learned.”

“He was a force of nature,” Alexander Bernstein, 62,
said recently. “A unique person on many levels. My fa-
ther was a wonderful writer and composer; but he also
knew so much about history and world events. He could
recite Shakespeare sonnets from memory and entire
passages of ‘Alice in Wonderland.’ ”

For many music lovers, Leonard Bernstein’s name
remains virtually synonymous with his greatest suc-
cess, the1957 musical (and later movie) “West Side Sto-
ry,” a masterful retelling of Romeo & Juliet set in gritty
New York City, where two star-crossed lovers play out
their destiny amid gang warfare.

But Bernstein – who died in 1990 at age 72 – was more
than a musical genius: a social activist and peace advo-
cate, his complex and dynamic individual used his tal-
ent to shed light on his own inner journey, while shining
an even brighter light on the big issues facing America
during his lifetime.

“The Leonard Bernstein story continues to fascinate
because he was a fascinating person,” said Ivy Wein-
gram, curator of the upcoming exhibit. “There is so
much there to explore.”

A portrait of Leonard
Bernstein in 1956.
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If you go
“Leonard Bernstein: The Power of Music” will be on display at the
National Museum of American Jewish History, 101 South
Independence Mall East, Philadelphia, from March 16th through
September 2nd. The special exhibit is included in the regular
museum admission price, which is: $15 for adults; $13 for seniors
(65 and up) and youth (13-21 or college ID). Children 12 and under,
as well as active military with ID, are free. Visit www.nmajh.org or
call (215) 923-3811.
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With Bernstein’s 100th birthday ap-
proaching in August, there has been re-
newed interest in his life and legacy. 

When approached with the idea of a
special exhibit about his life, Bernstein’s
family was “more than supportive,”
Weingram said. Leonard Bernstein: the
Power of Music opens at Philadelphia’s
National Museum of Jewish American
History on March 16 and runs until Sept.
2.

“There have been many documenta-
ries and exhibits about my father, but
nothing like this,” Alexander Bernstein
said. “I especially love how the theme of
the crisis of faith, which my father con-
tinually explored in his work, underlies
the entire exhibit.”

When deciding to launch an exhibit to
tie in with the Bernstein centennial,
Weingram said the recurring question
was, “’What can we offer that is new and
different?’”

“We’re examining his life and work
from a new angle – and that is the search
for a solution to the 20th Century crisis
of faith through not only his work as a
composer and conductor, but also
through his life as a social activist,”
Weingram said.

The exhibit will feature some 100 his-
toric artifacts – from Bernstein’s piano
and conducting suit to family heirlooms,
along with original films and immersive
sound installations. Many of the artifacts
have never been shown in public before.

Bernstein’s Jewish heritage will be
conveyed through an array of items, in-
cluding the Hebrew prayer book he car-
ried with him when traveling and the Tai-
mud (book of Jewish law) given him by
his father.

“As our nation continues to confront
issues of race, religion and what it means
to be an American, Bernstein’s music
takes on new, personal meaning for ev-
ery audience that experiences it,” Wein-
gram said.

Born in 1918 in Massachusetts to Uk-
rainian Jewish parents, Leonard Bern-
stein became enthralled by the piano as a
child and studied music at Harvard Uni-
versity, where he graduated in 1939.
From there, he earned a degree in Con-
ducting from Philadelphia’s Curtis Insti-
tute of Music. Within only months, he led
the Boston Pops, and famously made his
Carnegie Hall conducting debut at age
25.

In January 1944, Bernstein premiered
“Jeremiah,” the first of three sympho-
nies; dozens of additional original works
followed. In 1958, he became music di-

rector of the New York Philharmonic Or-
chestra, the first American born-and-
trained conductor to hold the coveted po-
sition.

“West Side Story” – originally envi-
sioned as a clash between Catholic and
Jewish gangs during the convergence of
Easter and Passover – was one of several
Bernstein works informed by the politi-
cal and social crisis he saw around him.
Throughout his career, Weingram ex-
plains, Bernstein used music to express
the fears and hopes of an American Jew –

himself – living through World War II,
the Holocaust and turbulent social
change that shook his faith in God, hu-
manity and the government.

Bernstein addressed his “crisis of
faith” by breaking down racial barriers
in casting for his 1944 musical “On The
Town,” confronting America’s changing
ideas about race in “West Side Story” and
giving a voice to the human rights crisis
during the Vietnam era in his 1971 thea-
ter piece, “MASS.”

Aside from the legendary 1976 Broad-
way flop “1600 Pennsylvania Avenue” –
which still earned Bernstein kudos for
its masterful score – he lived one success
after the other, even though his personal
life was more complicated. (Bernstein,
who is said to have enjoyed many roman-
tic relationships with men, was in a lov-
ing marriage for decades with his wife,
Felicia, with whom he had three chil-
dren).

“We explore his entire life, asking
‘what are the high moments and what are
the low moments?’” Weingram said.

The National Museum of American
Jewish History received two major
grants from national endowments for
the humanities to launch the Bernstein
exhibit: “We’ve been able to acquire
some fantastic artifacts, including hand-
written notes and letters,” Weingram
said. “I think much of what people see
and hear will be a surprise.”

She added that the museum is espe-
cially thrilled to have had the support of
Bernstein’s family throughout the cre-
ative process: “They’ve been with me ev-
ery step of the way, providing artifacts
from their own collection, lending us one
of his pianos and being especially gener-
ous with their time.”

Alexander Bernstein, the founding
chairman of The Leonard Bernstein Cen-
ter for Learning, has great appreciation
and passion for his father’s music, al-
though he “did not get that musical
gene.”

“But I’m a lifelong learner like my fa-
ther,” said Alex Bernstein, who holds a
master’s degree in English Education
and was a second grade teacher and later
a drama teacher in New York: “I’m a big
fan of everything he wrote, and he wrote
in so many styles: religious music, cham-
ber music, opera, Broadway musicals.
Everything was so uniquely him. It’s
hard to say what my favorite thing is; I
love it all.”

The Bernstein family, he said, is “ex-
traordinarily pleased” with how the mu-
seum has approached Leonard Bern-
stein’s life and career.

“I love how the ‘crisis of faith’ concept
has informed their vision. They’ve taken
this ball and ran with it.” And Alexander
Bernstein believes his dad would be
pleased, too: “My father had to share ev-
erything … he always said he couldn’t en-
joy anything by himself; even a sunset –
he had to share it. So we’re happy to
share his story.”
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Leonard Bernstein in Bloomington, Indiana, Feb. 5, 1982. TERHUNE/AP

An annotated copy of “Romeo and Juliet”
marked up by Leonard Bernstein.
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A portrait of young Leonard Bernstein.
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“We explore his entire life, asking
‘what are the high moments and what
are the low moments.’”

IVY WEINGRAM
CURATOR OF THE UPCOMING EXHIBIT


