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The Waltz - its origins, development and interpretation

A waltz is one of the most accessible pieces of music and usually very easy to remember at first hearing. Hence my subtitle "The tunes you go home whistling". Its origins and how it has developed is an interesting story, which I hope to explain with lots of musical illustrations.

After the Battle of Waterloo in 1815 the peace negotiations were conducted at the Congress of Vienna. Apart from the major negotiations during the day there were lots of balls and other celebrations in the evenings. One of the new dances at this time was the Ländler, which derived from a German folk dance and was to be the inspiration for the waltz.

We will hear a Ländler now - the Tyroler Ländler by Josef Lanner who went on to be a major competitor to the elder Strauss in the composition of waltzes.

	Tyroler Ländler
	J Lanner


The elder Strauss and Lanner started composing waltzes which quickly became all the rage at balls and other events. The waltz was, however, considered somewhat shocking because for the first time a man could dance holding his female partner close to his body. This dance is still known as the Viennese Waltz.

The next piece is a waltz by the younger Johann Strauss. Instead of hearing the usual orchestral version I have chosen a vocal performance by the famous Austrian soprano Eva Lind. Its English title is Voices of spring.

	Frühlingstimmen
	J Strauss II


The elder Strauss produced a dynasty of composers but Lanner also had a son August Josef Lanner who only lived to the age of 21. Here is a waltz by him

	D'ersten Gedanken waltz
	AJ Lanner


We now move away from the waltz as music merely for dancing. Carl Maria von Weber wrote his Invitation to the Dance as a piano piece in 1819 but it was only later when Berlioz orchestrated it as an instrumental piece, that it became really popular.   

	Invitation to the Dance
	Weber


Berlioz also provides our next item from his Symphonie Fantastique. We hear the second movement - Un Bal. 

	Un Bal
	Berlioz


The waltz theme is considered very romantic and has been used as the basis for many love songs. One of its early uses in opera is in the second act of Gounod's Faust. The version we are going to hear is not from the opera but a transcription for piano by Liszt.

	Faust waltz
	Gounod


Interval

Many other composers wrote waltz melodies, including Chopin who wrote at least 17 waltzes. We hear now his Waltz No 7.

	Waltz No7
	Chopin


Tchaikovsky took to the waltz and used it both for dances in ballets and in one of his symphonies. In the ballet, of course, the waltz is not usually danced as in the Viennese waltz but is more often something for the corps de ballet. Here is the second waltz from Swan Lake.

	Swan Lake No2 Waltz
	Tchaikovsky


As I said he also used waltzes in orchestral pieces. Here is by the third movement from his Symphony No 5.

	Symphony No 5 - 3rd Movement
	Tchaikovsky


We jump now to the turn of the last century and to America. Scott Joplin was writing his rags and other pieces but always wanted to be accepted as a classical composer. He wrote an opera which was never performed. Among his different styles was Bethena described as a concert waltz.

	Bethena
	Joplin


I said earlier that the waltz is often used for love songs. Nowhere was this more effective than in Lehar's The Merry Widow. Here is the merry Widow Waltz, which in the original German is called Lippen Schweigen or Lips Be Silent.

	Merry Widow Waltz
	Lehar


I have just a few more examples and we now move back to Russia, this time in the 20th century. Aram Khatchurian used the waltz theme in his ballet Masquerade.. 

	Waltz  from Maquerade
	Khachaturian


Another great Russian composer of the 20th century was Dmitri Shostakovitch. In the 1930s he made a conscious effort to write in the Jazz idiom although it is not jazz as we would recognise it. From his Jazz Suite No2 we hear the Waltz No 1.

	Jazz Suite No 2 Waltz No 1
	Shostakovitch


My final piece brings us back to Britain where, in 1972, John Lanchberry wrote the music for a film ballet around Beatrix Potter's stories. From that film we hear the Mouse Waltz.

	Mouse waltz
	Lanchbery


I hope that I have given you a potted history of the origin and subsequent development of the waltz and that you have found it both instructive and enjoyable.

