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Leonard Bernstein 
 

A dynamic and captivating musician, Leonard Bernstein symbolized 

the 20th Century American: energetic, passionate, intellectual and 

mindful of (but not held back by) tradition. He linked classical music 

with popular music in a very unique and American way. 

 

Bernstein was born in Massachusetts on August 25, 1918. His father was a 

business man, who often enjoyed taking his son to orchestra concerts. One 

time, they saw a particular piano performance so fascinating that Leonard 

Bernstein became determined to learn how to play. He began taking piano 

lessons, and loved all kinds of popular and classical music. Later he even went 

to college to study conducting, music composition and piano.  

 

Throughout history, few great composers have also been such talented conductors, but by age 27, 

Bernstein leapt into public fame when he filled in for the conductor of the N.Y. Philharmonic, who 

had fallen ill only a few hours before the performance. The concert was broadcast over the radio, and 

Bernstein was so talented and confident that he immediately became an important man in the music 

world. His first performance was the beginning of one of the most extraordinary careers in American 

music.  

 

While he was conductor of the N.Y. Philharmonic, he 

created a series of educational TV programs for children. He 

had a special way of speaking with an audience, and was 

very eager to share his knowledge with others, especially 

young musicians. These programs were called, ―Young 

People‘s Concerts,‖ and they gave audiences an opportunity 

to discover and explore exciting classical music along with 

Bernstein. 

 

Leonard Bernstein wrote some tremendously popular 

Broadway musicals such as West Side Story (which is based on the classic story of two people who 

fall in love despite their very different families). Bernstein loved catchy 

complex rhythms and because of this, the show West Side Story had more 

dancing than any previous Broadway musical. 

 

In time, Bernstein was in-demand all over the world! He had the honor of 

directing not only the N.Y. Philharmonic, but he was also invited to conduct 

orchestras in London, Vienna, Japan and Israel. But at age 48, Bernstein 

stepped down from his conducting positions in order to spend more time on composing. 

 

During his lifetime, Bernstein received many honors and awards, recording over 

300 albums and receiving 16 Grammy Awards. What he treasured most though, 

was learning.   

 

 

 


