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IN TR O D U C TIO N

This dissertation, examines the 19th-century Viennese w altz and its 

permutations as social and musical phenomena. A lthough s ty lis tic  changes in  

music can be attributed to historical change and in d iv id u a l com positional 

preferences, m y thesis is based on the premise that any m usical fo rm  manifests 

the values and prejudices o f the society in  w hich it  originates, and that 

composers themselves are enclosed in  the cu ltu ra l circumstances o f the ir time, 

circumstances that often affect the way a piece is w ritten.

Two d istinct bu t related themes dom inate the dissertation. The firs t 

concerns the relationship between the w altz as a dance and the w altz  as music. 

M y investigation rests on the princip le that any study of the w a ltz as music 

cannot be abstracted from  a consideration o f the w a ltz as dance. But what is the 

nature o f this association? Do dance and m usic exist as separate entities or does 

one exist w ith in  the other?

The answers depend, at least in  part, on w hether one takes the po in t o f 

viewr o f the dance or o f the music. The dance p ro fits  from  m usic to the degree in  

w'hich the la tte r has been conceived w ith  the form er in  view . The composers in  

that case create their waltzes according to the dictates o f the dance, or, fo r a 

ballet, w ith  an eye toward contributing to the execution o f a classic dance form . 

Thus, in  hearing a waltz, the dandng couple— or the ba lle t dancers, fo llow ing  the 

predetermined, choreography—know  w hich patterned movements the music is 

in v itin g  them to execute, w hich step it  is ca lling fo rth  from  them. Exam ining the 

relationship between dance and music from  the perspective o f the dance, 

therefore, I  w ou ld  suggest that the music is no t m erely an accompaniment to 

dance, bu t a component o f it.

For its part, music profits from  the dance as m uch as the dance pro fits 

from  the music, though in  a d ifferent way. Since a ll that is being demanded o f i t
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is sound and rhythm , m usic is sim ply being inv ite d  to be itse lf and to display its 

ow n resources b y  p u ttin g  them at the service o f another art. 1 Eventually, the 

music o rig ina lly  composed to serve a dance fo rm  also becomes an independent 

musical form , changing the ontology o f bo th dance and music. From this 

perspective, dance is a component o f music. A nd, indeed, a great number o f 

musical forms were dance forms at firs t: bourree, passacaglia, gavotte, m inuet, 

polonaise, m azurka, and so many others.

The m ost s ign ifican t d istinction between the w a ltz  and other dance music, 

however, is tha t the w a ltz—more so than any other m usic fo r the dance— has 

been transform ed by and assimilated in to  d iffe ren t m usical styles and traditions. 

D raw ing on a w ide  varie ty o f musical and textual evidence from  Austria, 

Germany, France, Russia, Poland, and Ita ly , I  argue that the sty listic 

transformations discernible in  the history o f the w a ltz  resulted in  part from  the 

social and a rtis tic  functions that particular waltzes o r groups o f waltzes served 

and fo r w hich they were composed. Thus, I  id e n tify  fo u r functions assignable to 

the waltz: (1) the w a ltz  as social dance, focusing in  particu la r on the 

characteristics o f the 19th-century Viennese w a ltz  and the reflection in  the music 

o f the rhythm , c ircu la rity , and repetition o f the dance; (2) waltzes in  dram atic 

m usical com positions (ballet and opera), where I  consider how7 the social 

meaning o f the w a ltz  is used to convey character or to contribute to a tu rn  in  the 

p lo t; (3) waltzes in  instrum ental musical genres, such as piano pieces and 

symphonies, exp lo ring  the effects o f the libera tion  o f the genre from  the dance 

steps; and (4) w ha t I  describe as wraltzes about the w a ltz— those compositions 

that refer to the h isto rica l and social im plications o f the genre by m aking the 

w altz itse lf the subject.

1 Etienne G ilson, 'T h e  Dance," in  A Modem Book of Esthetics, ed. by M e lv in
Rader, 5th ed. (N ew  York: H o lt, R inehart and W inston, 1979), p. 219.
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M y second theme concerns the role o f wom en in  the history o f the waltz. 

For the firs t tim e in  the history o f Western dance, the w altz dispensed w ith  

groups o f dancers and brought men and wom en face-to-face, a position 

considered ove rtly  erotic and thus looked upon w ith  great disapproval in  many 

circles. A n  abundance o f textual evidence reveals that the outrage generated by 

the w altz as a social dance was due almost exclusively to its purported effects 

upon women. Though the w altz was not fo rb idden to women, innumerable 

restrictions were placed on their participation: w ith  w hom  they m ight w altz, 

when, under w hat circumstances, and at w hat age. As a result, I  believe, the 

w a ltz—both dance and music—acquired a gendered character, an issue that 

inform s m y perspective throughout the dissertation.

Because the fou r aesthetic functions o f the w altz, as I identify7 them, are so 

d iffe ren t, a un ifo rm  approach to the ir analysis seems inappropriate; m y aim  has 

been to id e n tify  the most distinctive characteristics o f each one. The firs t chapter 

draws heavily on textual evidence and serves as an in troduction to such 

fundam ental issues as the reception o f the dance, its im pact on the reception o f 

the music, and the categorization o f the w altz as genre.

In  Chapter 2 ,1 explore the musical characteristics o f the w altz composed 

fo r social dancing, concentrating on those elements o f the dance that were 

considered de fin ing  characteristics, such as the 6-step foo t w ork and the turns; I  

then analyze the representation o f those elements in  music. For guidance in  this 

m atter, I  re fer to A.B. Marx's Die Lehre von der musikalischen {Composition, in  

w h ich  he explains the intim ate connection between m usic and dance.

In  Chapter 3, I  search fo r the meaning o f the w altz in  dram atic 

com positions. Opera and ballet, tw o form s o f cooperation between music and 

narrative drama, are m y focus. In  opera, I  fin d  a particu la r, intim ate connection 

between the composer's use of the w altz and the wom en characters. As I  noted
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earlier, the w altz 's enormous popu la rity  as a social dance was accompanied by 

even stronger disapproval of its purported effect on women. In  m y analysis o f 

V erd i's  La traviata, Puccini's La boheme, and Berg's Wozzeck, I  argue that the 

composers o f these works relied on the w altz's contradictory meanings o f 

in d iv id u a l pleasure and social disapprobation and used waltz to portray the ir 

wom an characters and their respective roles in  the development o f the plo t. In  

ballet, I  observe that Tchaikovsky, on whose works I  focus here, alters or distorts 

the w a ltz 's  m usical conventions— w ith  w hich the audience is very fam ilia r— to 

signal a sign ificant tu rn  o f events.

In  Chapter 4, I  concentrate on the th ird  functional category o f waltzes: 

waltzes composed purely fo r listening. Based on m y analysis o f works by 

Chopin, Brahms and Tchaikovsky, I  suggest that the composers o f concert 

waltzes use the freedom from  the actual dance steps as the impetus fo r re fin ing  

and sharpening the defining characteristics o f the genre. I t  is not, in  fact, the 

e lim ina tion  o f the characteristic features b u t the ir refinem ent that makes these 

com positions d iffe ren t from  ballroom  waltzes.

F ina lly, in  Chapter 5, I  tu rn  to waltzes that I consider to be about the 

w altz. Here, I  focus on two compositions in  particular: Maurice Ravel's La Valse 

and the second act o f A lban Berg's Wozzeck. In  these compositions, each 

composer, w ith in  his own musical language, makes self-condous references to 

the w altz, thus using it  as an id iom  that brings to m ind the particular style o f the 

19th-century Viennese Waltz.

This study focuses exclusively on the waltzes w ith in  the trad ition  o f 

W estern A rt Music. A n exploration o f waltzes o f other musical traditions and 

cultures w ou ld  be very interesting, pa rticu la rly in  the context o f the ir social 

meanings and the ir reflections on the musical form s o f these cultures. But this 

w ill have to aw ait other studies.
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CHAPTER 1 
The Curtain-Raiser: An Investigation Of Basic Issues

FROM COURT TO CONTRED ANSE

D urin g  the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, court dancing was a 

social a c tiv ity  through w hich members o f the aristocracy demonstrated the ir 

refinem ent and the ir adherence to the established social system. It was both a 

form al and a learned display, requiring a grasp o f social hierarchies and rigorous 

tra in ing  and sk ill. Towards the end o f the 18th century, as most court dances 

were e ither disappearing entire ly or being adapted fo r movements in  the Qassic 

composers' symphonies and chamber music, country dances came to replace 

them in  po pu la rity  at social gatherings occupied no t only by aristocracy b u t also 

by the new  bourgeoisie.

W hile  it  was from  the country dance trad ition  that the w altz— as one o f 

the m ost controversial social dances in  h isto ry— sprang, a brie f exam ination o f 

the nature and meaning o f court dance offers us an interesting com parison and 

useful starting po in t fo r a discussion of, and contrast w ith, the w altz. O f the 

several court dances popular in  18th century Europe, the sarabande, gigue, 

bourree, gavotte, march and m inuet, the latter, w ith  its elegant choreography 

and emphasis on gracious manners, represents a particular refinem ent o f the 

genre, as w e ll as its most popular expression from  about 1650 to 1800. I t  is w ith  

the m inuet that our story m ust begin.

In  the dance manuals, treatises on the dance, and etiquette books o f the 

tim e, the m inuet—or, more specifically, Minuet de la Cour—is iden tified  as a 

dance o f the highest order, requ iring  execution by a "fine person" possessed o f 

a ll the graces, physical and social. W hile  a perfect choreographic d isp lay is

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



6

im portan t fo r the realization of the m inuet, that alone does not fu lfill its purpose 

o f expressing the idea o f beauty by means o f a refined manner o f dancing. The 

manners o f the dancers and their com portm ent are as central as the com plicated 

technique.

W hen a man leads his partner around, fo r example, his attention is to be 

fixed  upon her and his ear attentive to the m usic, fo r " if  he sets o ff out o f tim e, he 

m ust be some tim e before he can recover it ,  and the m inuet is spoiled." 1 Even 

the facial expressions o f the dancers and the direction of their gaze are 

prescribed: when the man crosses over, he should continue to look at his partner 

u n til he turns the comer, and then "catch her eye again w ith  an agreeable and 

pleasant countenance."2 Women, fo r the ir part, should m aintain a "m eaningful" 

countenance and should concentrate on the ir movements and their partners.

Physical endowm ent also dictated w ho should, or should not, perform  the 

m inuet. "W ell-shaped," "undeform ed," and "w ell-proportioned" persons were 

encouraged to dance; those w ith  "natura l defects" were advised not to take part 

in  court dancing o f any sort. Indeed, i t  was considered absurd fo r people w ith  

"w eak lo ins" or "very long arms" to attem pt the m inuet: "they are sure o f being 

either laughed at, or p itie d  as id iots; instead o f pleasure, it  must be attended w ith  

the utm ost anxiety, as soon as they hear the titte rin g  o f the room, or happen to be 

ou t in  respect to the dance."3

The figure  o f the m inuet step, dem anding extensive practice as w e ll as 

native talent, is one o f the most d istinctive characteristics o f the dance. I t  consists

1 "A  new Treatise on the A rt o f D ancing," firs t published in The Lady's 
Magazine, I/X V I, in  six installm ents (February, March, A p ril, May, June, July 
1785); also published in  Dance Research, XL/2 (1993), pp. 43-59.

2 Ib id ., p. 52

3 Ib id ., p. 53.
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o f an exaggeration o f the undulating, up-and-down m otion o f the body that 

accompanies ordinary walking, such that the body is raised by gentle degrees 

somewhat higher than normal and, sim ila rly, lowered, as the dance progresses. 

This m ust be accomplished w ith  an appearance o f great ease and naturalness, 

w ith  no affectation or exaggeration o f the sinking and rising m otions. When 

groups o f dancers execute this step, ris ing and fa llin g  smoothly in  time to the 

music, and wdthout any abrupt movements or breaks in  the flowr, "they look so 

graceful and elegant to a degree that no dance can achieve...".4

In  his Allgemeine Theorie der schonen Kiinste, published in  1787, the German 

c ritic  Johann George Sulzer praises the M inuet fo r its choreographic elegance: 

"[Th is] dance is more agreeable fo r gathering o f persons who distinguish 

themselves by a fine manner o f liv in g ."5 Feld tens tein's dance treatise o f 1767 

makes p la in  both the author's belief in  the noble and charming character o f the 

m inuet and, by contrast, his disdain fo r unchoreographed, spontaneous country 

dance: "A nd  who w ould not grant the m inuet this honor? No one except the 

man who enjoys only the dancing o f a row dy peasant, and b lin d ly  admires the 

im petuous over the grace and proprie ty in  a ll movements o f the body..."6

A t the end of 18th century, a new dem ocratization o f social life  was taking 

place in  Europe, and the contredanse became the leading dance, suitable fo r

4 James Cassidy, A treatise on the theory and practice of dancing with an 
appropriate poem, in two cantos, and plates illustrative of the art, (D ublin: W. Folds, 
1810), p. 67.

5 Johann Georg Sulzer, "M enuet," in  Allgemeine Theorie der schonen Kiinste, Ed. 
by C hristian Friedrich Blankenburg (Leipzig: Weidmannschen Buchhandlung, 
1771-74).

6 Christian. J. von Feldtenstein, Die Kunst nach der Choreographie zu tanzen und 
Tanze zu schreiben (Braunschweig: Schroderschen Buchhandlung, 1767), p. 37; 
translated by W.J. A llanbrook in  Rhythmic Gesture in Mozart, p. 33.
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dancing by anyone and by any num ber o f people. This marked a tu rn ing  away 

from  the form al, hierarchical, trained court dance toward in d iv id u a l self- 

expression. Contredanse has no fixed rhythm ic pattern, accepting any meter, 

either duple or trip le , perceived in  tw o beats, 6 /8 , two measures o f 3 /8 , 2 /4 , or 

alia breve. In  fact, one can even fin d  both duple and trip le  meter in  a single 

contredanse (Example 1).

Example 1/1: La Belle Iris, from Receuil D'Airs de Contre-Dances. Nouvelle et choisies, by Dautemaux 
(1778)

iruneur
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In  her Rhythmic Gesture in Mozart, A llanbrook calls contredanse "danceless 

dance" because o f the freedom and fle x ib ility  i t  allows the dancers. "The 

contredanse's democracy o f meters," she explains, "is  a sign o f its democracy o f 

sp irit.... I t  is essentially a w a lk  o r alternation o f steps, and no t a true dance, at 

least in  the trad ition  o f the French court dances. Their essence could never be 

sim ple alternation; fo r a dance to catch a particu lar passion it  had to cleave to 

one meter or another" ?  M oreover, contredanse can occupy more people at the 

same tim e than m inuet, another sign o f its inherent democracy.

Contredanse is perform ed by tw o lines o f dancers, men facing women, 

w ith  a top couple designated as "couple number one." As the firs t couple walks 

dow n one position each tim e the figure is perform ed, the other couples w a lk  up 

one position u n til the last couple becomes the top c o u p l e .8 The tw o form s o f the 

dance, the "contredanse angloise" and the "contredanse franqaise," are 

distinguished one from  another more by the number o f the dancers and their 

positions than by the m usic tha t accompanies them.

A lthough contredanse s till displays an organized set o f movements, and 

involves a certain degree o f mental and physical coordination, i t  is far from  the 

prescriptive, rig id  court dance. Indeed, the most sign ificant characteristic o f the 

contredanse is its in fo rm a lity  and capacity to be danced, w ith o u t tra in ing, by 

anyone as a m atter o f self-expression. I f  the m inuet, w ith  its sophisticated 

choreography and elegant steps represents the highest refinem ent o f 18th 

century court dance, the unchoreographed contredanse—a country dance for 

couples, who w a lk through a sim ple pattern, is associated w ith  peasant dances.

7 Wye Jamison A llenbrook, Rhythmic gesture in Mozart: Le Nozze di Figaro &  
Don Giovanni (Chicago: U nivers ity  o f Chicago Press, 1984), p. 61.

8 Elizabeth A ld rich , From the Ballroom to Hell: Grace and Folly in Nineteenth- 
Century Dance (Evanston, Illin o is : Northwestern U niversity Press, 1991), p. 15.
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In  other words, the form er is associated w ith  "a fine manner o f liv in g ," as Sulzer 

puts it, the la tte r w ith  s im p lic ity  and joy. I t  is this contrast that underlies the 

revolutionary im plications o f the w altz at the beginning o f the 19th century.

THE REVO LUTIO N OF THE REVOLVING COUPLE

By the 1760s, an im ported German dance, the "allem ande," had joined the 

contredanse in  France. The German Allem ande appears under several names, a ll 

re ferring essentially to the same dance: allemande, boiteuse, Schwabische Tanz, 

Deutsche Tanz, Schleifer, Landler, W altzer (w altz).9 A ll these labels adhere to a 

German dance in  a qu ick trip le  meter, w ith  sim ple and repetitious figuration, 

very simple harm ony that usually changes on ly once per measure, and strong 

emphasis on the downbeat— characteristics that resemble those o f the Viennese 

waltz.

The techniques and methods o f w altz ing w ill be discussed in  the next 

chapter in  connection w ith  the characteristics o f the music. Nevertheless, I  w ill 

b rie fly  address here the de fin ing  characteristic o f the dance w hich not only 

distinguishes it  from  previous social dances b u t plays an im portant role, 

negative or positive, in  the reception o f the w altz as dance and as music.

This defin ing characteristic—w hat makes a dance a "w a ltz "—is its two 

simultaneous circular movements: each couple turns on itself, in  a small circle, 

around its ow n center; and the couple sim ultaneously traces a second circular 

m otion, spira ling in  continuous turns around the ba llroom  u n til i t  reaches the 

starting po in t and completes the larger circle. The social im plications o f this

9 A llenbrook, 59.
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feature are tw ofo ld. First, pa rtly  as a result o f the pattern o f the dance, the waltz 

required dancers o f suffic ient experience to w ithstand the constant w h irling . 

This appealed to a nineteenth-century Bourgeois' desire fo r sophistication; and, 

indeed, the w altz became synonymous w ith  the bourgeois life-style.

The second, and more dram atic, social effect o f the w altz—what made it  

tru ly  a revo lu tion in  W estern social dancing—was the position in  which i t  placed 

a couple relative to the other dancers. W hile the contredanse, as w e ll as its 

cou rtly  and country antecedents, traced patterns that dictated the movements o f 

ind iv idua ls  and couples in  re la tion to the entire group o f dancers, often calling 

fo r partners to be changed at regular intervals, the rules fo r the w altz focus 

exclusively on the couple itse lf. To be sure, w altzing couples m ust be aware o f 

others so as not to collide. But the w altz is em phatically not a group dance; in  

the sense that society refers to social relationships among human beings, the 

w altz is not properly a "socia l" dance.

The opprobrium  visited upon the w altz by its critics was, however, less a 

m atter o f a couple's exclusion o f other dancers—less an issue o f w hat they 

turned the ir backs to— than o f w hat they turned toward, and in  what manner: 

the man and woman turned tow ard each other in  a posture o f intense m utual 

focus and "indelicacy."

W hile w altzing, the partners firm ly  embrace each other. The man should 

ho ld  the woman by the rig h t hand, and above the waist, w h ile  the woman holds 

the m an by the le ft hand and on the upper back. This embrace o f men and 

wom en is no t a social or affectionate embrace as in  today's "s low " dances, where 

partners embrace each other, more o r less firm ly  o r lig h tly  as they w ish, and 

oscillate. The firm  embrace o f the w altz is an absolute physical necessity, not an 

affectional preference: w ith o u t it, the strong centrifugal force o f the double 

c ircu la r motions w ou ld  unbalance each partner and spin the couple apart. For
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the same reason, a firm  eye contact between the partners is essential: the intense 

visual concentration orients each partner w ith  respect to the other, thus 

m in im iz ing  the effect o f the w h irlin g  by creating the sensory illu s io n  o f standing 

s till.

However, no m atter how necessary i t  may have been to the technique, the 

fact that men and women danced in  public face-to-face, tig h tly  embraced and 

staring in to  each other's eyes, was considered overtly erotic and provoked a 

great deal o f anxiety in  many c ir c le s .1 ^

THE POPULAR A N D  PROFANE NATURE OF THE W ALTZ

Reception is a complex concept. A ny thorough exam ination o f reception 

theories makes it  clear that there are several basic paradigms fo r the concept and 

any num ber o f d iffe ren t ways to de lim it its boundaries.H  A lthough a 

comprehensive discussion o f reception theory lies outside the scope o f m y w ork, 

it  is essential that I  c la rify  the understanding that I  use as a basis fo r this study.

10 A t the end o f the 19th century Tango met w ith  s im ila r disapproval. 
O rig ina ting  in  the poor neighborhoods o f Buenos Aires, the dance, fo r couples in  
tig h t embrace, is considered overtly erotic and violent.

11 Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. T im othy Bahti 
(Brighton, Susses: Harvester Press, 1982); Hans Georg Gadamer, Philosophical 
Hermeneutics, ed. and trans. D avid G. Linge (Berkeley: U n iversity o f C aliforn ia 
Press, 1976); Robert H alub, Reception Theory: a Critical Introduction, (London, New  
York: Methuen, 1984); Janet W olff, The social Production of Art, (New York: St. 
M artin 's Press, 1984); and several articles in  Music and Society: The politics of 
Composition, Performance and Reception, Richard Leppert and Susan M cQ ary 
(Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 1987); Marcia J. C itron , Gender and the 
Musical Canon, (Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 1993).
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I  believe that the nature and h isto ry o f the w altz dictate that one adopt the 

broadest possible meaning o f "reception." I t  is, after a ll, a dance and a musical 

composition, and a social as w e ll as artis tic  phenomenon. Thus, m y investigation 

rests on the princip le  that any study o f the w altz as m usic cannot be abstracted 

from  a consideration o f the w a ltz  as dance. Furtherm ore, I  take an inclusive 

approach to the m edia th rough w hich reception is expressed o r from  w hich it  

can be inferred. Therefore, I  take in to  account form al critic ism  o f both m usic and 

dance; the attitudes conveyed in  the etiquette books o f the period; and the 

comments, direct and reported second-hand, o f composers. I  w ill undertake a 

closer scrutiny o f this m ateria l in  subsequent chapters, as it  relates to specific 

issues. But here, I  w ant to review  more cursorily the nature o f the reception of 

the waltz as a means o f establishing certain principles that underlie  m y study.

The waltz became a phenomenon, equally enjoyed and reviled, du ring  the 

19th century. On the one hand, people in  various European capitals were 

enjoying the ir liberation by the w altz  from  the choreographed and calculated 

court dance, and, thanks to Joseph Tanner and the Strauss fam ily  in  Vienna, the 

fu lfillin g  sounds of the large dance orchestras. On the other, conservatives 

issued dire warnings against its  practice, on medical as w a ll as m oral grounds, 

citing the dangers both o f the speed at w hich the dancers w h irle d  around the 

room  and o f the closeness w ith  w h ich  the partners held each other.

A lthough men and wom en waltzed—and, s ign ificantly, d id  so together in  

couples—it  was to women tha t the "dangers" o f the dance posed the greatest 

threat; and it  was wom en w ho were the prim ary focus o f critica l attention by 

contemporary w riters. In  his Exercises for Ladies the English c ritic  D onald W alker 

urged his women readers to "abandon w altzing, on account o f its causing too 

vio len t emotions o r an ag ita tion  w hich produces vertigo  and nervous 

symptoms." The specific character o f the w altz, w rote W alker— "its  rapid
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turnings, the clasping o f the dancers, the ir exdting contact, and too quick and too 

long continued succession o f liv e ly  and agreeable emotions"— was pa rticu la rly  

damaging to "wom en o f an irrita b le  constitution," whose w altzing exposed them 

to "syncopes, spasms, and other accidents w hich should induce them  to 

renounce i t "  12 T h irty  years later, women were warned once again about the 

dangers o f the w altz by D io Lew is, founder o f a school fo r women o f "delicate 

constitution" in  Lexington, Massachusetts. W hile Lewis was a vocal advocate of 

social dancing in  general, he saw in  the w altz's vigorously ro tary m otion  the 

potentia l fo r "in ju rious" effects on "the bra in and spinal marrowr" o f women. 13 

Charles Burney in  Rees's Cyclopaedia even takes the liberty o f antic ipating 

maternal distress: "H ow  uneasy an English m other w ould be to see her daughter 

so fam ilia rly  treated, and s till m ore so to witness the oblig ing manner in  w hich 

the freedom is returned by the fem ales."!4 A  German critic, Ernst M o ritz  A rnd t, 

locates the source o f the erotic nature o f the w altz in  women's fashions o f the 

mid-1800s and explains that men, grasping the long dress o f the ir partners, so 

that it  w ou ld  not drag and be trodden upon, and liftin g  it  high, b ring  both bodies 

w ith in  its folds as close together as possible: "In  this way the w h irlin g  continues 

in  the most indecent positions, supporting hand lay firm ly  on the breasts, at each 

movement m aking little  lus tfu l pressures." He adds: "N ow  I understand very

12 Donald W alker, Exercises for Ladies (London: Thomas H urst, 1836), p. 149.

13 D io Lewis, Our Girls (New York: Clarke Bros., 1871), quoted in  E lizabeth 
A ldrich , p. 19.

14 Charles Burney, "W altz," in  Rees Cyclopaedia: or, Universal Dictionary of arts, 
sciences, and literature., Ed. by Abraham  Rees (London: Longman, H urst, Rees, 
Orme &  Browm, 1819).
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w e ll w hy here and there in  parts o f Swabia and Sw itzerland the w altz has been 

p roh ib ited ."15

Parenthetically, A rnd t's  d isquisition on the erotic, and thus im m oral, 

conduct o f the w a ltz ing  couple itse lf seems to bespeak a prurien t eye and 

voyeuristic nature.16 One wonders, in  fact, w hy his close attention to lascivious 

behavior and his use o f "lu s tfu l" language d id  no t result in  the prosecution o f 

the author and banning o f his book fo r making exp lic it the sexual component of 

the waltz. O ther authors, and their works, d id  ru n  afoul o f the law  when they 

turned their a ttention to the waltz. In  France, where the w altz remained banned 

at court u n til the m idd le  o f the 19th century, Gustave Flaubert was prosecuted in  

1857 fo r his less graphic, if  more effective, description, in  L'Education 

Sentimentale, o f the in toxicating effect o f the w altz on Frederic, his anti-hero:

A  w altz began, and a postilion from  Longjumeau, a guest dressed 
like the hero o f Adam 's opera Le Postilion de Longjumeau, seized 
her by the waist. Then a ll the women, w ho were s itting  on the 
wall-sofas round the room, sprang to the ir feet in  a line, and their 
skirts, stoles and headdresses started spinning around. They came 
so close to h im  that Frederic could see the beads o f sweat on their 
foreheads; and this dizzy, w h irlin g  movement, grow ing ever faster 
and more regular, produced a sort o f in toxication in  his m ind, 
fillin g it  w ith  other pictures, w h ile  the wom en passed him  in  a 
single dazzling vision, each w ith  her d istinctive beauty exciting a 
d ifferent em otion ."17

15 Ernst M o ritz  A rnd t, Die Ewigkeit des Volkes, (Jena: Eugen Diederichs, 1934), 
p. 32.

16 For a recent in terpretation o f the w altz's sexual qua lity  see E lvid io  Surian 
'T u rn  and T urn  About: Waltz-zvalzer-valse—le tre carte d i credito erotico 
dell'opera lirica ." EIDOS Rivista di A rti Letteratura e Musica V /9  (October 1991), 
pp. 30—45.

17 Gustave Flaubert, Sentimental Education, trans. by Robert Baldick, (London: 
Penguin, 1964), p. 126.
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Some w riters, w h ile  not objecting in  princip le  to the waltz, were exp lic it as 

to w h ich  women m ight be perm itted to risk it: "U nm arried ladies should re fra in  

from  i t  altogether, both in  pub lic  and private; very young m arried ladies, 

however, may be allowed to w a ltz  in  private balls, i f  i t  is very seldom, and w ith  

persons o f the ir acquaintance."18 A long these lines, the author o f The Illustrated 

Manners Book offered the fo llo w in g  guidelines: "Those who believe tha t a wom an 

should never come in to  any near personal contact w ith  any gentleman b u t a near 

re lation, or a probable or actual husband [w hile  w altzing ], must s till object to this 

and a ll s im ila r dances." The author o f this manual concluded w ith  the fo llo w in g  

advice: "A  wom an especially ought to be very sure that the man she waltzes 

w ith  is one w orthy of so close an intim acy; and one who understands her nature 

and relations w ell, [and that he] w ill no t w altz w ith  any other."19

There were, o f course, exceptions to the general disapprobation. Teachers 

o f the dance, not surpris ing ly, encouraged the w altz; and w hile many refrained 

from  comment on the m oral (or medical) issues, confining their remarks to the 

technical aspects o f the dance, others im p lic itly  responded to the criticism s, even 

suggesting appropriate social precepts applicable to w altzing couples. None 

urged society to avoid w altzing, nor, im portantly, d id  they direct the ir pa rticu la r 

advice to women or make any discrim inatory d istinction between the sexes. 

Carlo Blasis, fo r instance, in  his Code of Terpsichore, w h ile  expressing no m oral 

reservations about the embrace, urges the dancers to keep "as fa r from  the other 

as the arms w ill perm it, so that neither may be i n c o m m o d e d . " 2 0

18 Mme. Celnart, The Gentleman and Lady's Book of Politeness, (Boston: A lle n  
and T icknor and Carter, 1833) and quoted in  Elizabeth A ldrich , 20.

19 The Illustrated Manners Book, (N ew  York: Leland d a y  & Co., 1855), p. 398.

20 Carlo Blasis, Code of Terpsichore: A Practical and Historical Treatise, on the 
ballet, dancing and pantomime: with a complete theory of the art of dancing: intended as
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In  his 1888 Dancing and Dancers21, Edward Scott makes an interesting 

connection between the embrace and the emergent state o f the art o f w a ltz ing  in  

the mid-1800s. Referring to a description o f the w altz w ritte n  40 years earlier in  

a "cyclopaedia," in  w hich the embrace is considered an essential component, he 

takes this as evidence o f the waltz's not yet having been perfected. M oreover, he 

adds, "Can we wonder that the dance should have met w ith  so m uch opposition 

i f  that is the w ay in  which its votaries behaved? W hat business had they 'alm ost 

embracing in  the ball-room?' Surely there were qu ie t places where they could 

indulge in  these little  endearments i f  they wanted to, w ithou t m aking such a 

parade o f them before others." In  place o f the "firm  embrace," necessary fo r a 

couple to revolve as one body and thus counteract the centrifugal force created 

by the turn ing, he recommends that the partners curve their bodies ou tw ard 

from  the center o f revolution and create resistance w hich is regulated by the 

ra p id ity  o f rotation: "... this is taking advantage o f w hat is termed centrifugal 

force, instead o f w ork ing  against it."

Though he declines to answer the critics d irectly, Thomas W ilson, a dance 

teacher, expresses regret that w altz ing aroused so m uch criticism  and was the 

object o f such disapproval and prejudice both in  the priva te and pub lic  realms. 

He considers i t  particu la rly unfortunate since w altzing, im proving, as he saw it, 

both body and m ind, is a good form  o f recreation. Public prejudice prevented 

the "respectable and w orthy classes o f society from  partic ipa ting in  an 

amusement" that is a "tru ly  graceful and pleasing un ion o f attitudes and 

movements; genuine w altzing." W ilson also draws attention to the ignorance o f

well for the instruction of amateurs as the use of professional persons, trans. by R. 
Barton (Brooklyn: Dance Horizons, 1976), p. 505; o rig in a lly  published ca.1828.

21 Edw ard Scott, Dancing and Dancers (London: W ard and Downey, 1888), p. 
106.
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society (and to the Englishness o f his disdain fo r "southerners") by po in ting  out 

that "[w a ltz ing ] is to ta lly  destitute o f the com plained o f attitudes and 

movements used in  warm er and ligh te r climates that give rise to those 

prejudices." He believes that the prejudices fed upon themselves, fo r once the 

biases against the w altz inh ib ited people from  engaging in  the dance, "they 

absolutely prevented the knowledge" about the w altzing as w e ll.22

Thus far, I  have considered the critic ism  w hich  was directed exclusively at 

the waltz as a dance. W hat o f the m usic o f the w altz: as it, too, grew  in  

popularity d id  i t  provoke sim ilar responses? The answer, i f  one looks on ly at the 

explicit, is no; whether it  meets w ith  enthusiasm or outrage, w altz m usic appears 

not to be a target o f social outrage. As I  noted earlier, however, the negative 

reception accorded the dance focused p rim a rily  on its putative medical and 

m oral risks to women. I  w ish now  to consider, firs t, some general themes in  

contemporary com m entaiy on w altz music and, second, the im plications o f the 

women-centeredness o f dance criticism  fo r the reception o f the music.

In  both form al music criticism  and in  the reactions o f composers, I  have 

observed two distinct, bu t u ltim ate ly related, tendencies. F irst, the sexual 

connotations o f the w altz and the m oral dilemmas posed by it  as dance seem not 

to affect criticism  o f the music. C ritics consider the w altz as m usic a th ing unto 

itse lf, extra-sexual in  its im plications and interpretation. To be sure, they adm it 

the pow erfu l im pact o f the w altz on society; H anslick remarks that "[the  w altz 

composers] have fille d  the w altz form  w ith  an undream t-of m usical charm and 

true poetic life . They interest the m usician and make people happy. B ut i t  is 

ha rd ly possible to form  an adequate idea o f the enthusiastic in toxica tion  in to

22 Thomas W ilson, A description of the correct method of waltzing, the truly 
fashionable species of dancing (London: Sherwood, N e lly  and Jones, 1816), p. 28-30.
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w hich they transported V i e n n a . " 2 ^ This, o f course, is "in toxica tion" o f a 

d iffe ren t sort than that in to  w h ich  Flaubert's Frederic was transported: there is 

no suggestion in  Hanslick that the enthusiasm o f the Viennese, however sensual, 

is sexual.

Second, very little  attention was pa id the w altz as an independent m usical 

form . C ritics tended to associate w altz m usic closely w ith  Lanner and the 

Strauss fam ily—masters o f the Viennese w altz w ith  whose compositions the 

w altz as dance music reached its perfection and the peak o f its popula rity. Thus 

critic ism  was com poser/com position-oriented, as exem plified by Hanslick's 

fu rthe r comment, in  Geschichte des Wiener Concertwesen: "O ver each set o f waltzes 

the journals went into ecstasy and innum erable articles appeared about Strauss 

and Lanner. [The articles] were o f a ll sorts, schwarmerisch, hum oristic, pathetic, 

and certainly longer than those devoted to Beethoven and M ozart."24 H is 

special adm iration and respect fo r the Strausses, father and son, is evident in  his 

remarks on the occasion of the death o f the son, in  1899:

W hen we buried Johann Strauss, Senior, f ifty  years ago, I  remarked 
in  an obituary that V ienna had lost its most talented composer.
This was annoying to musicians and laym en alike. They refused to 
adm it that a correct bu t characterless piece o f concert or church 
m usic could reveal less talent, less in  the way o f natural resources, 
than a melodious, o rig ina l w altz. In  this sense, I  can only repeat 
the same p la in t today, at the grave o f the younger Johann Strauss.
Vienna has lost its  most o rig ina l m usical ta le n t25

Even when he exp lic itly  addresses the effects o f the music on dancers and 

listeners, as he does toward the end o f his life  in  a description o f m id-19th

23 H einrich R itter von Richter, "D ie  W iener presse," in  Wien, 1848-1888: 
Denkschrift zum 2 Dezember 1888 (W ien: C. Konegen, 1888), vol. 2, p. 102.

24 ib id , p. 104.

25 Hanslick, "Johann Strauss" in  Music Criticisms 1846-99, trans. and ed. by 
H enry Pleasants (Baltimore: Penguin, 1950), p. 304-7.
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century Vienna, H anslick makes this another occasion fo r review ing Strauss and 

Lanner as composers: "M usical life  was dom inated by Ita lian  opera, v irtuosity , 

and the w altz. Strauss and Lanner were ido lized. I  w ou ld  be the last to 

underestimate the talent o f these two men... bu t i t  can readily be understood that 

th is sweetly in toxica ting  three-quarter time, to w h ich  heads as w e ll as feet were 

abandoned, rendered listeners steadily less capable o f in te llectual e ffo rt."26

Frederick Niecks, th irty  years after H anslick's w ritin g , in  (1917), argued 

tha t the waltzes o f the great w altz composers are real works o f a rt and genius 

w hich "deserve to be and are adm ired by the serious musicians. That is to say, 

by a ll those w ho do not labor under the foolish idea that everything outside the 

grand dram atic, sym phonic and that k ind  o f th ing  ought to d isd a in fu lly  looked 

dow n upon. But the great classics were no t ashamed to w rite  waltzes for 

dancing, and w ith  such alone we are here concerned, no t w ith  waltzes o f a more 

idealistic turn, like  Chopin's fo r instance."22 Hans von B iilo w  shared N iecks' 

adm iration and respect fo r the Viennese ba llroom  waltzes and declared the 

waltzes o f Johann Strauss, son "as w orthy o f inclusion in  the programmes of 

classical sym phony concerts."28

The professional critics were no t alone in  revering Strauss and in  

associating the w altz so closely w ith  h im  as to make his com positions defining. 

A ny  num ber o f com positional masters have expressed a m ixture o f adm iration 

and envy for, and, often, em ulation of, Strauss's accomplishments. Johannes 

Brahms, fo r one, notw ithstanding his obvious devotion to concert music,

26 Ib id., p. 21.

27 Frederick Niecks, "H isto rica l and Aesthetical Sketch o f the W altz" Monthly 
Musical Record, 47/560 (1917) pp. 170-72.

28 Niecks, "H is to rica l and Aesthetical Sketch o f the W altz. Part I I"  Monthly 
musical Record, 47/561(1917) pp. 193-95.
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conveyed his appreciation o f Strauss by incorporating the w altz  in to  his piano 

music. M ore exp lic itly , he once inscribed Alice Strauss's autograph fan w ith  the 

opening bars o f the Blue Danube, adding w is tfu lly , "un fortuna te ly, no t by 

Johannes Brahms."29 Some 30 years later, Maurice Ravel, in  a conversation w ith  

his close friend, the music c ritic  M anuel Rosenthal, asserted tha t a ll composers 

desired to succeed in  w ritin g  a very good waltz. He rem inded his frie nd  o f the 

Brahms anecdote, and added, "You see, we a ll try  to w rite  a w a ltz  as good as 

that." 30 A rno ld  Schoenberg w7as to ask, some 50 years after Brahms' encomium, 

"W ho can say howr arrogantly generations o f musicians wrou ld  speak o f that lig h t 

music, had Brahms not been able and sufficiently educated to recognize its 

pure ly musical substance and the value of that; had he no t had the respect fo r 

achievement possessed on ly by those who know at firs t hand w hat achievement 

is?." 31

Im p lic it in  Schoenberg's appreciation o f the w7altz's "pu re ly  musical 

substance" is a complete divorce o f the music from  any association w ith  the 

dance. N otw ithstanding whatever critica l usefulness such a d istinction  may 

have, i t  effectively removes the w altz as music from  consideration in  its social 

context and, im portantly, evades the issue o f its troubled ro le in  the lives o f 

nineteenth-century women.

As I  noted earlier, the w a ltz  as a dance was critic ized alm ost exclusively 

on the grounds o f its effects upon women. S ignificant by its absence from  the 

historica l materials to w h ich  I referred is any genuine female perspective: the

29 K arl Geiringer, Brahms: His Life and Work, 3rd ed., (N ew  York: Da Capo 
Press, 1982), p. 225.

30 Roger N ichols, Ravel Remembered, (London: Faber, 1987), p. 62.

31 A rn o ld  Schoenberg, "W hy no Great Am erican M usic" in  Style and Idea 
(Berkeley: U niversity o f C aliforn ia  Press, 1975), p. 178.
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reception accorded the w altz as a dance is a m atter o f the opinion o f men. M uch 

o f the documented criticism , in  fact, is essentially voyeuristic, w ritte n  from  the 

po in t o f v iew  of men who, whether or not they themselves dance, are the 

"u ltim ate  authority." A part from  references to w altzing found in  19th-century 

novels by women, there is little  w ritte n  record o f the reception o f the w altz by 

women themselves. We do not know  whether they took pleasure in  it, or 

suffered from  the effects o f w h irlin g  about, or, indeed, may have been 

embarrassed at being held in  so tig h t an embrace.

That women appear to have had no voice in  the reception o f the w altz as 

dance is perhaps to be expected, g iven the lim ite d  literary forms and subjects 

considered suitable for a nineteenth-century wom an w riter. But there is a s im ila r 

silence from  women composers; and I  suggest that, given the remarkable anxiety 

over gender and sexuality attendant upon the rise o f the waltz as a social dance, 

there are related im plications fo r wom en composers' relationship to the w a ltz  as 

music. A lthough almost a ll nineteenth-century male composers w rote at least 

one w altz, and women composers themselves wrote music in  both large and 

sm all form s (including dance music), there are on ly a very few  wom en—among 

them Clara Schumann, Cedle Chaminade and Ethel Smyth—know n to have 

composed waltzes. W hy m ight th is be? Was it  a result o f a general lack o f 

interest or encouragement among wom en composers? Or does it  signal the ir 

resistance to composing in  a musical genre so closely associated w ith  a dance in  

w hich women were discouraged from  partic ipa ting  physically? I believe there is 

a sign ificant relationship between the anxieties and oppression tha t women 

composers experienced as potentia l "dancers" themselves and the v irtu a l 

absence o f waltzes in  the repertory o f wom en composers o f the nineteenth 

century.
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"POP FU N C TIO N /AR T FU NCTIO N": THE W ALTZ AS A  GENRE

The d istinction between popular music and art m u s i c 3 2  has been a 

sensitive one. It is com m only accepted that popular m usic is fo r the "la y " 

unsophisticated audience, whereas art m usic is fo r the refined and educated. 

The w altz has long been described by scholars as lig h t or popular, categories that 

have ensured its exclusion from  serious m usicological scrutiny. Dwight's Journal 

of Music, in  as early as 1858, characterizes the w altz as "the m usic o f an hour's 

amusement" w hile de fin ing  the re la tion o f the "classical" to the " lig h t" and 

"popu la r":

We hear "classical" opposed to " lig h t" music, as i f  i t  were a th ing 
more solid, serious, earnest, o f deeper im port, dealing w ith  greater 
subjects, s tirrin g  deeper feelings, taxing higher powers o f 
appreciation, than the mere m usic o f an hour's amusement, the 
waltzes,33 polkas, variations, tr iflin g  or w eakly sentim ental songs, 
lig h t operas, &c.

Again, we hear classical opposed to popular music, as i f  it  were 
something not meant fo r the many, bu t fo r the few—fo r cultiva ted 
tastes—fo r "the appreciative"—fo r those in  whose life -p lan  music 
holds so serious a place that they have deemed it  w o rth  the ir w h ile  
to learn to love w hat there is best in  it, and no t rem ain content w ith  
w hat is easiest, or w hat i t  is the fashion o f the day to like  and be 
amused with.34

32 "a rt music" and "classical m usic" w ill be used interchangeably in  the rest 
o f this chapter.

33 Italics are mine.

34 Dwight's Journal of Music, (Dec 1858), p. 286. A lso see Lawrence Levine, 
Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America (Cambridge, 
Mass: H arvard U niversity Press, 1988); H . W iley H itchcock, Music in the United 
States, 3rd ed ition (Englewood C liffs , NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1988); Paul Charosh, 
"'P opu la r' and 'C lassical' in  the M id-N ineteenth C entury", American Music, 10/2 
(Summer 1992), pp. 117-35.
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I  believe, however, that the w altz, dosely examined, resists neat 

categorization as either art or popular music. A  passage from  a recent artide  by 

Peter Burkholder, in  w h ich  he discusses the reasons fo r the popularity o f the 

m usic o f A lban Berg, makes an excellent po in t o f departure fo r investigating 

whether the w altz  is properly the concern o f popular o r o f a rt music:

Before considering Berg's achievement, le t us take note of another 
fundam ental problem  facing a composer o f his generation: the 
coexistence o f m any d iffe ren t kinds o f m usical speech, indud ing  
any num ber o f new and o ld  m usical styles. W hich was a composer 
to adopt?

In  popular music, one sim ply adopted the p reva iling  musical style 
fo r the type o f m usic one w ished to compose, such as the operetta 
style o f Franz Lehdr, the w a ltz style o f Johann Strauss, or styles 
appropriate to m ilita ry  music, cafe music, and "piano music fo r 
amateurs to p lay".. Despite the harm onic and m elodic language 
they a ll shared, these styles were so d istinctive that they could be 
recognized ou t o f context...

The question o f m usical style was more problem atic for dassical 
composers, fo r European dassical concert m usic is unique among 
the m usical traditions o f the w o rld  in  having no common style at 
all... In  the realm  o f the popular music, style is assoaated w ith  
genre: a w a ltz  is like ly  to be doser in  style to a ll other waltzes than 
to a march, even one by the same composer. In  dassical music, 
style is assoaated less often w ith  genres than w ith  composers and 
w ith  periods o f h istory, as a com parison o f the dassical concert 
waltzes o f Chopin, Brahms, Schoenberg, and Babbitt makes 
perfectly dear.35

Burkholder's analysis rests upon two premises that require doser 

scrutiny. First, he categorizes the w altz according to its tradition: popular 

waltzes, in d u d in g  Johann Strauss's; dassical concert waltzes, such as those o f 

C hopin or Brahms. Second, he considers the w a ltz  a genre whose generic

35 Peter Burkholder, "Berg and the Possibility o f Popularity" in  Alban Berg: 
Historical and Analytical Perspectives, Ed. by D avid  Gable and Robert P. M organ 
(O xford: C larendon Press, O xford; N ew  York: O xfo rd  University Press, 1991), p. 
28.
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characteristics fa ll more in  the realm o f popular m usic than in  that o f classical 

music, w hich is dom inated by the ind iv id ua l composers' styles rather than by 

the constituents o f the genre itself. Thus the im p lica tion  is that when we hear a 

w altz by Chopin, we hear Chopin before we hear a waltz. In  the case o f a 

com position by Babbitt, o f course, this d istinction is greatest because his non- 

tonal language is fore ign to the 19th-century w altz trad ition .

A lthough an examination o f the w altz as a genre is certainly not 

Burkholder's purpose in  this article, the quotation above makes im p lic it 

assumptions that illustra te, in  two ways, the d iffic u lty  o f categorizing the waltz. 

On one hand, he fails to take in to  account the orig ins o f the w altz as dance music, 

nor does he a llow  fo r the fact that the greatest num ber o f Johann Strauss's 

waltzes were actually composed to be danced. Q uite apart from  stylistic 

considerations, composers o f ballroom  waltzes had always to keep in  m ind the 

function—social dance— of the music. This is a significant issue, because to 

group together in  the category o f "popu la r" m usic compositions as diverse as the 

waltzes o f Johann Strauss, the operettas o f Franz Lehar, cafe music, and "piano 

music fo r amateurs to p lay" ignores the critica l functional distinction between a 

Strauss w altz and a ll the others.

On the other hand, it  may be that the issue o f a waltz's aesthetic 

function—a component of dance or an insp ira tion  fo r genres of instrum ental 

m usic—is precisely w hat makes it  so useful an example fo r Burkholder: the 

w altz can be made to f it  com fortably in to  both o f his categories o f musical 

traditions— "popu la r" when it  is composed fo r ballroom  dancing by Strauss and 

his confreres, "a rt" when i t  is composed, as were the classical concert waltzes o f 

Chopin, for its own sake. It is, in  other words, a genre o f both popular (however 

one may define it) and classical music. A nd it  is a genre whose interaction w ith
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the style o f the in d iv id u a l composer is a function o f the category in to  w hich a 

particu la r com position falls.

In  pointed contrast to Burkholder's measured, re la tive ly nonjudgm ental 

consideration o f the distinction between popular and classical, Schoenberg 

reveals him self the unabashed e litis t on the subject o f popular Viennese waltzes 

in  general and Johann Strauss in  particular. In  his article "N ew  Music, 

Outm oded Music, Style and Idea," he instructs:

No one should give in  to lim itations other than those w hich are due 
to the lim its  o f his talent...no artist, no poet, no philosopher and no 
m usician whose th inking occurs in  the highest sphere w ou ld  
denigrate in to  vu lgarity  in  order to com ply w ith  a slogan such as 
'A r t fo r A ll'. Because if  it  is art, i t  is not fo r a ll, and i f  i t  is fo r a ll, it  
is not art.

M ost deplorable is the acting o f some artists w ho arrogantly w ish 
to make believe that they descend from  the ir heights in  order to 
give some o f the ir riches to the masses. This is hypocrisy. But 
there are a few  composers, like  Offenbach, Johann Strauss and 
Gershwin, whose feelings actually coincide w ith  those o f the 
'average man in  the street'. To them it  is no masquerade to express 
popular feelings in  popular terms. They are natura l when they ta lk  
thus and about that.36

Alas, poor Strauss, merely "average" and "popu la r." But one cannot miss 

the irony in  Schoenberg's disparagement o f the composer w ho is, firs t and 

foremost, associated w ith  the epitome and acme o f the w altz. This same 

Schoenberg, the 12-tone master o f the Second Viennese School, could not—or 

chose no t to— free him self from  the fascination o f the genre: his firs t 12-tone 

com position, the fifth  piece in  Op. 23, is entitled "W altz."

Since m y object here is not to settle these complex questions o f de fin ition  

regarding "a rt" and "popu la r", bu t to undertake an in te rpre ta tion  o f the waltz, I

36 Schoenberg, "N ew  Music, Outmoded Music, Style and Idea" in  Style and 
Idea, pp. 123-4.
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w ill base m y discussion on the fo llow ing  underly ing  principles: I  take the w altz 

to be defined as a m usical genre. N either in  the "realm  o f the popu la r music" 

no r in  that o f classical m usic is the w altz a s ig n ifie r o f a style; it  is no t a musical 

form  either, bu t rather a dynamic musical genre, com prised o f m usical works that 

use certain m usical properties. This genre can change meaning depending on its 

aesthetic function, the era in  which it  is composed, and the m usical tra d itio n  in  

w h ich it  occurs. On the one hand, a ll composers have a certain measure o f 

contro l over the ir ow n compositions. They can choose or a lter any characteristic 

m usical features o f the wraltz according to its  function  and do so in  their 

com positional language. There are concert waltzes by Chopin, Brahms, 

Schoenberg, Babbitt, and numerous others, a ll o f w hom  are considered art 

(classical) music composers. There are also waltzes considered as belonging to 

the fo lk  trad ition , such as South Am erican waltzes, N orth  Am erican country 

songs. Moreover, there are Strauss and Tchaikovsky, tw o composers w ho WTOte 

a large num ber o f waltzes fo r dancing w ith in  the same m usical trad ition . On the 

other hand, a ll composers in  the w altz tra d itio n —classical, popular, fo lk , or 

jazz— m ust be loya l to the characteristic m usical features o f the wraltz in  order to 

communicate clearly. A nd I  th ink  the so lu tion to Burkholder's "sty le /gen re" 

d is tinction  regarding the w altz lies in  id e n tify in g  th is very boundary.

W hen we conceive o f the w altz as a dynam ic genre, one that displays 

change in  its m usical style, its aesthetic function, and u ltim a te ly in  its  meaning, 

the question o f whether i t  is popular o r a rt m usic becomes irre levant, and any 

e ffo rt to f it  the w altz in to  one o f these categories— or, fo r that m atter, to sp lit the 

w altz between the categories—is a meaningless task. The wraltz is, o f course, 

"po pu la r" as the d ictionary defines the w ord: i t  is "su ited to the tastes, needs, 

educational level, etc. o f the general pub lic ." I t  is also popular because it  is 

"know n and liked ." Chopin's waltzes are, indeed, intended fo r concert halls, bu t
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they s till f it  the de fin ition  o f popular. A fte r all, we can w ith  no hesitation refer to 

Beethoven's F ifth  or M ozart's Fortie th  as "popu la r" classical symphonies— they 

are liked, admired, and qu ite  w ell-know n by the lay public—w ithou t 

categorizing them as "popu la r m usic." As a genre, the w altz is "popu la r" in  the 

same way Beethoven's F ifth  is: m uch liked and adm ired, not only by the public, 

b u t by composers o f two centuries.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



29

CHAPTER 2 
Putting Music Under The Dancers' Feet

H aving examined the origins and essential characteristics o f the w altz as 

dance and as social phenomenon, I  now turn to the relationship between the 

steps o f the dance and the m usic w ritten  fo r them. (To avoid awkwardness and 

repetition, I  shall from  now  on use "the w altz" to refer to the m usic on ly; "the 

dance" w ill apply solely to the w altz as dance.) In  particular, I  shall firs t 

examine those elements o f the dance that were considered as de fin ing  its most 

refined expression—the Viennese w altz—and then analyze the representation of 

those elements in  music.

Though 19th-century dance masters described a number o f variations on 

the dance, m y discussion w ill be based on the Valse trois temps, the orig ina l 

c ircu lar or Viennese w altz, because it  is w ith  this that the music is most closely 

associated and fo r w hich the genre was developed.

S im ilarly, I  locate w hat I  believe are the essentials o f the m usic in  those 

waltzes composed fo r dancing. This is by no means to suggest a chronological or 

hierarchical progression from  dance waltzes to concert waltzes. Indeed, any 

num ber o f composers, includ ing Weber and Chopin, w rote concert waltzes in  the 

firs t pa rt o f the 19th century, w e ll before Strauss Jr. composed any o f his dance 

music. A nd some of the basic characteristics o f the music rem ain unchanged, 

regardless o f the function fo r w hich i t  is composed. However, I  believe that the 

generic characteristics o f the m usic originate in  the demands o f the dance, that is, 

tha t the w altz came in to  being to accompany a dance form  w ith  very specific
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steps and patterns o f movement, and to "support," as it  were, the s p irit o f the 

dance.

The Valse trois temps, as its name im plies, consists o f three steps, 

perform ed in  sets o f two, each set m arking a ha lf-tum  by the dancing couple. 

That ha lf tu rn  is to be perform ed precisely and fu lly , so that, on com pleting a 

three-step set, the couple has rotated 180 degrees; on com pletion o f the two 

un ited sets, six steps in  a ll, the couple w ill have made a fu ll tu rn  (see Figure 1). It 

is im portant to note that steps 1-3 (the firs t set) and 4-6 (the second set) are not 

identical: the firs t turns the dancer on his or her axis, the second sw ings the 

dancer in  a sem i-circular path about the partner. W hile the man and wom an 

both perform  the same six steps and move to the same one-two-three rhythm , 

they alternate sets: the wom an begins w ith  steps 1-3, the man w ith  steps 4-6, a 

pattern w hich continues throughout the dance. Hence, the floo r pattern traced 

by the movement o f the couple most resembles a spiral. In  the firs t ha lf o f the 

19th-century, this six-step circle was typ ica lly  executed clock-wise, w h ile  the 

larger circle around the ballroom  is traveled counter clock-wise (see Figure 2). 

Figure 1:
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Figure 2

W hen the w altz begins, the m an faces outw ard, his back to the center o f 

bo th the ballroom  and the large circle o f couples. He steps firs t onto his le ft foo t 

(step 4 o f the six-step sequence), sim ultaneously beginning the clockwise ro ta tion  

o f his body. As he does so, he swings his partner around to his righ t. On 

com pletion o f the firs t three steps, the couple has reversed position; the wom an 

now  faces outward, and it  is she w ho w ill begin the next set o f three by ro ta ting 

nearly in  place, sw inging her partner around her.

I f  these are the requirements fo r the dancers, what, then, do they require 

o f the music fo r the ir rhythm  and inspiration? For guidance in  this m atter, I  tu rn  

to A.B. M arx's Die Lehre von der musikalischen KompositionJ- in  w hich he explains 

the intim ate connection between m usic and dance. To m y knowledge, M arx is 

the on ly  19th-century theorist w ho no t on ly dissects the waltz, bu t discusses the 

re lationship o f dance and music, assuming, as I  do, that the latter m ust reflect the 

form er, particu la rly w ith  respect to rhythm , c ircu la rity , and repetition. In  his

1 A d o lf Bernhard M arx, Die Lehre von der musikalischen fComposition, (Leipzig: 
B re itkop f and Hartel, 1837-38) 2 vols., translation by Carl Skoggard.
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instructions to com position students on how to w rite  fo r the social dance, he 

explains:

The w altz has tw o kinds o f m otion. In  the firs t place, each pa ir o f 
dancers revolves in  a circle centered on them; in  the second place, 
each pair, w hile continuing such revolving m otion, moves along 
the arch o f a larger circle. Eventually the dancers arrive back at 
the ir orig inal po in t and close the b ig circle. Ever}' small revo lu tion  
o f the dancers is accomplished in  tw ice three steps, the revo lu tion  
being the m otive o f the dance, so to speak. Corresponding to this 
in  w altz com position is the in d iv id u a l measure. The measure, to 
accommodate the three steps, m ust be in  trip le  time, w ith  either 
three quarter or three eighth-notes each....it follows that tw o such 
measures w ill fa ll together, w ith in  the space o f wrhich the trip le ­
tim e dance m otive is perform ed tw ice so as to a llow  com pletion o f 
one small revolution.

I f  nothing else, the w altz m ust at least succeed in  bringing ou t this 
basic motive o f m otion. Each measure, or rather each two-measure 
grouping, must correspond to the w altz m otive. Each should 
clearly mark the beginning o f the dance and i f  i t  does not e xp lic itly  
reflect its sw inging turn, at least favor such movement through a 
cantilena melody that springs energetically away from  the firs t 
note.2

M arx's language, in  the o rig ina l German as w e ll as in  the translation, is 

somew'hat problematic: he describes as the "m otive" both the three-step ha lf 

circle and the six-step complete circle. For our purposes here, however, this 

d is tinction  is not m eaningful. W hat is relevant is his evident reference to the 

o rig ina l w altz trois te?nps or Viennese w altz and his insistence that each measure 

o r two-measure phrase "m ust correspond to the dance m otive."

M arx continues his instructions, c la rify ing  certain refinem ents by 

reference to their absence in  Weber's Freischiitz:

The w ell-know n w altz from  Weber's Freischiitz offers us a genuine 
w a ltz  motive... I t  is a fact that this rustic dance contents itse lf 
w ith ... the unaltered p rim itive  m aterial o f the three-step m otive, 
w ithou t elaborating dear groupings fo r the complete m otion o f

2 M arx, Die Lehre von der musikalischen Komposition, v.2, p.55.
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tw ice three steps, as w ou ld  be appropriate in  a nobler, more perfect 
conception o f die w altz. A part from  this, i t  should be noted [that]... 
in  [Weber's piece] auxilia ry notes are placed before the merely 
chordal ones in  order to bring  ou t the beginning [o f the measure] 
and that every other melodic, harmonic, or rhythm ic accentuation 
serves the same end. The accompaniment fo r these essential 
elements should be as sim ple and as clear in  m arking the beat as 
possible.

The length of a w altz is not confined w ith in  any definite lim its, 
since the dancers can describe a greater or lesser circle, and the 
circling can be repeated i f  desired. We are therefore free to fo llow  
the fam ilia r periodic schemes o r choose larger ones (w ith  12 or 16 
measures to the section). The im portant thing is an overall 
sym m etrical construction. In  this regard, a division in to  antecedent 
and consequent phrases w ou ld  not appear to be essential and does 
not have to be conspicuous, though the h in t of such a d iv is ion  
enhances the feeling o f order and always refines and ennobles the 
music. Precisely because these qualities are not especially fe lt in  
the haste o f the Freischiitz w altz, it  strikes one as rather common-- 
and rig h tly  so, in  v iew  o f the intentions o f the composer. Here he 
lets a rude throng abandon itse lf com pletely to unadulterated w altz 
fever, and hence nothing b u t the pure w altz figure is heard. 3

I w ill re turn  to the Weber example and to a closer analysis o f its effects at

a later po in t in  this chapter.

Thus, M arx instructs his would-be composers on three essentials:

1. The temporal organization o f dance and music must 
correlate.

2. The circularity o f the dance m ust be reflected in  the music.

3. The music m ust be simple, and convey nothing bu t "the
pure w altz figure."

In  taking up each o f these three principles and examining the ir realization 

in  various examples o f 19th-century waltzes composed for social dancing, I  wall, 

o f necessity, treat them as separate fo r the purpose o f discussion. However, they 

are, o f course, interrelated, and i t  is alm ost impossible to speak o f one w ith o u t

3 M arx, Die Lehre, pp.56-57.
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reference to the others. The um -pah-pah accompaniment, for instance, is a critica l 

rhythm ic feature, as it  emphasizes the firs t beat o f each measure; at the same 

tim e, its repetitive nature— almost an "ostinato" pattern—also makes fo r the 

s im p lic ity  M arx requires o f the music. Nevertheless, I  w ill interpret each issue in  

tu rn  and, by doing so, establish w hat I  believe to be the essential characteristics 

o f the m usic fo r the dance.

1. THE O RG ANIZING  PRINCIPLE OF TIME

M arx's instruction to his students to reflect the movements o f the dance in  

the ir music w ou ld  seem, on firs t consideration, paradoxical: after a ll, dance is 

physical and spatial, m usic aural. But both are aesthetic experiences that take 

place over a period o f time; more critica lly , both are organized by tem poral units. 

Thus, the firs t and most obvious place to seek an element common to dance and 

m usic is time. A nd however m uch dance may owe to other arts— theater, 

narrative, pa inting, or poetry— only one, music, is tru ly  a component o f dance 

and shares w ith  it  the element o f meter. 4  In  m usic composed fo r dancing, the 

synchron id ty o f the two in  performance is crucial.

Paradoxically, an especially strong argum ent fo r the essential rhythm ic 

qu a lity  o f dance is made by Etienne G ilson in  a reference to Jerome Robbins' 

famous balle t Moves, perform ed en tire ly in  silence. W riting in  Forms and 

Substances G ilson comments that "w hen we see a dancer w ork in  silence, we

4 Poetry, to be sure, is often conditioned by tim e duration; bu t i t  cannot, 
w ith o u t d is to rting  its meaning and aesthetic im pact, be recited in  a manner tha t 
tru ly  accompanies the dance.
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know  that it  is an art w hich is suffic ient unto itse lf," a sufficiency he ascribes to 

the inherent m etrical and rhythm ic nature o f dance:

The spectacle o f a machine in  operation whose movements are 
accomplished silen tly w ith  impeccable measure and rhythm , at 
times so fascinating to observe, is enough to convince us that a 
dance can be perform ed w ith o u t music and w ithou t loss o f its 
characteristics.5

Even Gilson, how'ever, m ust adm it that the d ivis ion and structu ring  o f 

tim e by means o f sound is easier to achieve and more precise than that w h ich  is 

accomplished solely by the movement o f the body. I t  is therefore, he says, 

"na tu ra l fo r the dancer to demand from  sound the temporal structure w ith in  

wrhich the ir dance w ill be inscribed." I t  is w orth  noting, too, tha t G ilson is 

speaking o f form ally choreographed ballet, perform ed by trained professional 

dancers, in  whom  an awareness o f rh y thm  and meter is h igh ly  developed and 

in te riorized. They may prefer to dance to music, bu t they are quite able to do 

w ith o u t it.

M arx, on the other hand, is speaking o f music composed fo r social dance, 

whose performers dance purely fo r pleasure: they may be wrell-tra ined, b u t they 

are not professionals. A nd he is specific as to the requirement that "the wraltz 

m ust at least succeed in  bring ing ou t the basic m otive o f [the dance]" That 

m otive, we recall, is the " little  circle" perform ed in  six steps d iv ided  in to  tw o sets 

o f three. Each step the dancers take corresponds w ith  a m usical beat, each set 

w ith  a three-beat measure, and each complete w altz m otive w ith  tw o three-beat 

measures.

M oreover, there is an im portant d is tinction  among the steps o f each set 

and between the two sets o f three steps as wrell. Whereas w alk ing  establishes a

5 Etienne Gilson, Forms and Substances in the Arts, trans. by Salvador 
A ttanasio (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1966), p. 172.
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natura l and sim ple a lternation from  side to side, w a ltz ing  alternates in  sets o f 

three steps6; thus, the firs t step o f each set o f three m ust be stronger, in  order to 

m ark the half-tum s and organize the steps fo r the dancers. A t the same time, the 

difference between the pattern o f steps 1-3 and that o f steps 4-6 organizes the 

dance m otive and marks fo r the dancers the com pletion o f the ir sm all circle. 

Correspondingly, M arx insists that "Each measure, o r rather each two-measure 

grouping, must correspond to the w altz m otive." This last instruction is 

significant: M arx stresses the importance of the firs t beat o f each measure; at the 

same time, he identifies the smallest m eaningful segment as consisting o f tw o 

measures. The firs t beat o f this two-measure phrase, w h ich  signals the beginning 

o f each segment, m ust be m arked m usically, as it  is simultaneous w ith  the most 

em phatic step o f the w a ltz m otive— that is, step 1, w h ich  begins the dancer's 

outw ard swing in to  the w altz 's de fin ing  spin. There is, therefore, a parallel 

relationship between the firs t set o f three steps and the firs t three-beat measure, 

on the one hand, and the second set o f steps and second measure, on the other: 

both have the qua lity  o f call-and-response, or echo, the firs t being more emphatic 

and seeming to dom inate the other.

Here, then, we have the essentials o f the w altz 's tem poral organization: 

the m arking o f the firs t beat o f each measure; the organization o f the piece into 

two-measure segments; and the special emphasis placed on the firs t beat o f the 

firs t measure o f each two-measure segment.

I t  goes w itho u t saying that the firs t beat o f each measure takes the 

m etrical accent. But surely M arx, in  referring to "m arking ," intends something 

beyond jus t that accent. One o f the most obvious organizational and m arking

6 In  his Dancers and Dancing, Edw ard Scott points ou t that one o f the great 
d ifficu lties  in  learning to w a ltz  is adapting the m uscular action o f the low er 
lim bs to this pattern o f movement.
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features o f the w altz is also v irtu a lly  its only sine qua non: the continual um -pah- 

pah accompaniment. Le t us look at the means by w hich this type o f 

accompaniment, w ith  its lo w  register um, continuously, almost hypnotica lly, 

marks the firs t beat o f each measure (Example 2 /1 ).

Example 2/1: Johann Strauss, Jr., Serail-Taiize, Op. 5/5.

O f course, the effect o f placing greater emphasis on the firs t beat o f each 

measure is not the only reason the um -pah-pah accompaniment qualifies as a 

sign ificant characteristic o f the w altz, and I  wall address its other effects—  

especially that o f repetition—late r in  this chapter. N or, notw ithstanding its 

prominence, is um -pah-pah the on ly means o f strongly m arking the firs t beat. 

Indeed, M arx turns to the w altz in  A c t I, scene 3 o f Weber's Freischiitz by w ay o f 

illu s tra tio n  o f other available tools, commenting: "Th[is] w ell-know n w altz from  

Weber... offers us a genuine w altz  m otive....in the piece, auxilia ry notes are 

placed before the merely chordal ones in  order to b ring  out the beginning [o f the 

measure] and that every other m elodic, harmonic, or rhythm ic accentuation 

serves the same end."

5
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Example 2/2: Weber, Freischiitz, Act I, scene 3.

f f
i f c = f c mm

W eber accomplishes the "m arking" effect by several means (see Example 

2 /2 ). F irst, as M arx points out, the composer places on the firs t beat the auxilia ry  

tones— appoggiaturas— that resolve on the second h a lf o f the beat. By its nature, 

an appoggiatura, a m etrica lly strong non-chord tone, increases the effect o f the 

m etric accent. Weber fu rthe r reinforces the effect by placing an accent above the 

notes. Second, and more im portant, the piece starts w ith  an anacrusis, a three- 

eighth-note m otive, that occupies ha lf o f each measure throughout the piece. 

(A lthough M arx does not exp lic itly  m ention the anacrusis, he does po in t ou t that 

every "m elodic, harm onic and rhythm ic accentuation" serves to m ark the firs t 

step.) The very firs t step o f the dance is anticipated by an up-beat in  the music, 

w h ich  has the especially he lp fu l function fo r the dancers o f preparing them 

physica lly, w ith  respect to tempo and meter, and psychologically w ith  respect to 

mood. The reappearance o f this up-beat m otive at the end o f each measure 

creates a sense o f an tic ipation o f the next strong beat (and three-step set); and the 

an tic ipation itse lf places an additional accent on the firs t beats throughout the 

piece. This function  o f the anacrusis— that is to create anticipation fo r the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



39

fo llow in g  strong marked beat—makes the anacrusis the standard way to start 

any w altz.

Depending on the relative s im plic ity or refinem ent o f the composition, 

both the length o f the anacrusis and the frequency o f its repetition w ith in  a piece 

w ill vary. Johann Strauss Sr. offers a couple o f very good examples o f recurring 

upbeats throughout his very firs t work, a chain o f eight waltzes. Example 2/3 , 

from  the second w altz in  O p .l, illustrates an upbeat to every measure:

Example 2/3: Johann Strauss, Sr., Tauberln-Waltzer, Op. 1, No. 2.

In  Weber's composition, we fin d  accented appoggiaturas and anacruses, 

in  add ition  to the um -pah-pah pattern, as accentuating elements fo r the strong 

beats. In  Example 2 /3 , Strauss sim ilarly underscores the m etrical accent w ith  the 

anticipatory effect o f an anacrusis which, in  this w altz, is comprised of three 

eighth-notes. Strauss's anacrusis not only occupies the second ha lf o f each 

measure, as does Weber's, bu t also, in  com bination w ith  a single eighth note on 

each dow n beat, forms the only "m elody" o f the w altz. Thus Strauss takes the 

notion o f anticipation and the m arking o f the strong beats even furthe r than does 

Weber, composing a w altz whose melody consists o f nothing else. Moreover, 

although the firs t beat is an eighth note, g iving it  the same value as the notes that
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fo rm  the anacrusis, the rests that fo llow  the downbeat eighth note in  effect 

extend its value, creating a durational accent on each firs t beat.7

I  shall now' tu rn  to the two-measure segments that "m ust correspond to 

the dance m otive" and consider some o f the musical elements tha t contribute to 

the delineation o f these segments. The um -pah-pah accompaniment, as I have 

noted, continuously marks the firs t beat o f each measure throughout the piece. 

But because o f its close association w ith  the harm ony it  can also help clarify the 

two-measure segments, e ither by changing harm ony between segments— one 

harmony per segment—or by changing harm ony w ith in  the segments— one 

harmony per measure— to form  an arc o f harmony in  a four-measure phrase, i.e. 

I-V -V -I, or a variant thereof (see Example 2/4a and b).

Example 2/4: a) Josef Strauss, Dispute, no. 1.

\> n P F-

P
&

P
I

r-f 1 r r - t t t
IV

m m

J |» r r f P ' i P i

j f~~r I' r r

J •?. j-i

m

7 There is yet another em phatic feature that I  address in  m y consideration o f 
the circular nature o f the w altz: it  is wrhat I  call a centrifugal accent. The m otiv ic 
nature o f this anacrusis, a neighboring m otion, is an id iom atic figu re  in  w altz 
style .and is very often fo llow ed by a fling , skip-w ise or step-wise, to the strong 
beat, creating registral and durational accents.
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b) Johann Strauss, Sr., Op. 1/2.

A-a-vi I 1 ..........\ l | --I-—-------i -i=|; /  ITl-M--------------—- f—-—f—-4----*----1------------,------------1
0

I  V    I

L ike the um -pah-pah accompaniment, the recurring anacrusis motive too, is a 

com m on means o f w eighting the firs t beat. I f  i t  occurs at every measure, as in  

Example 2 /3 , i t  marks each strong beat o f the piece, m aking no d istinction 

between one measure and the next. If, however, it  appears on ly at every other 

measure, i t  clarifies the two-measure segments by m arking on ly the firs t, strong 

beat o f each segment, as in  the fo llow ing  phrase from  Lanner's Schdnbrunner.

Example 2/5: Lanner, Schdnbrunner, Op. 200/4.
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Here, we note that the 2-beat upbeat to the firs t measure of this section— 

in  fact the opening upbeat o f the piece—is heard at every other measure, mm. 18, 

20, 22, 24. The downbeat accent, created by the anticipatory effect o f the 

anacrusis at the beginning o f each segment, is fu rthe r reinforced by the 

appoggiaturas, mm. 17,21, 23,25.

Returning to Strauss Sr.'s firs t opus, Tauberln, this tim e to w altz No. 8, we 

see that he uses precisely the same anacrusis m otive, the neighbor figu re  used in  

w altz num ber 2 (see Example 2/4). This tim e, however, the m otive recurs on ly at 

every other measure and thus, together w ith  the harm ony, helps to fo rm  the tw o- 

measure segments (see Example 2/6).

Example 2/6: Strauss, Sr., Op. 1/8.

f -----------------isec i f i*-1l<5> * * r r n
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—r 1 l 7

—
■4- N=̂ -%----*— r r 1

A n especially interesting example o f the use o f anacrusis is Labitzky's Les 

Bains de Hombourg, Op. 254, among the earliest chains o f waltzes fram ed w ith  an 

in troduction  and a coda (see Example 2 /7 ). The b i-partite In troduction  is 

d iv ided in to  Tempo di Valz and Andante, the la tte r in  4 /4 . Part o f the last measure 

o f the Andante, precisely 3 beats, form s the anacrusis to the fo llow ing  w altz. As 

in  Strauss's O p. 1, no. 2 (see Example 2 /3 ), the m elody is comprised on ly o f an
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anacrusis and a single note on the fo llo w in g  strong beat. However, w7h ile  the 

anacrusis figures examined thus fa r occupy on ly a partia l measure, in  Labitzky7s 

piece the anacrusis occupies an entire measure—fo r example, measures 2 and 4, 

and, later in  the piece, those measures where the opening melody recurs (mm. 8- 

12 and 24-28). As a result, the two-measure segments consist o f one strong and 

one weak measure: because o f the recurring anacrusis, the odd measures are 

strong, wrh ile  the even measures are w’eak.

Example 2/7: Labitzky, Les Bains de Hombourg, Op. 254/1.
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This brings us to the th ird  o f M arx's tem poral requirements fo r music 

composed to accompany the w altz: the call-and-response, or echoing, m etrical 

relationship between the two measures o f a segment. As I  explained earlier (see 

Figure I), the tw o sets o f three steps that comprise the w altz m otive are d iffe rent
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w ith  respect not only to the footw ork, b u t to the w eight o f the steps and to their 

effect upon the dancer who executes them. Steps 1-3 in itia te  the outw ard ha lf­

circle swing o f the dancer's body, causing it  to travel farther and creating a 

strong, swooping effect; in  contrast, steps 4-6 are more nearly executed in  place, 

and have a less strongly-fe lt physical im pact. I t  is w orth  noting, too, that steps 

4-6 are more controlled and grounded: the dancer executing these steps is the 

more nearly s till anchor fo r his or her partner's swooping arc and enables the 

m omentum fo r steps 1-3. Each dancer feels, in  turn, the strong effect o f steps 1-3 

and the ir "echo," as it  wrere, in  the partner's closely-held body.

W ith  this in  m ind, the task at hand is to examine how  the m usic can fu lf ill 

M arx's requirement that "each segment o f tw o measures m ust correspond to the 

dance m otive m arking the beginning o f the segments firm ly ." That is to say, 

how  is the composer to differentiate m usically the w eight o f step 1 o f the w altz 

m otive, w?hich initiates the entire 360-degree turn, from  that o f step 4, w hich 

marks the beginning o f the turn 's second half?

Consider, first, that the six-step w altz m otive contains accentual 

patterning on more than one level. In  music, this corresponds to a measure of 

6 /8  time, a compound meter whose beats are grouped in  pairs o f three. The firs t 

e ighth note o f each group o f three receives a m etric accent, m aking the strong 

beats the firs t and the fourth. A t the same tim e, on the larger level w ith in  the 

measure, the firs t dotted quarter note is stronger than the second one, making 

the beginning o f the firs t group stronger than that o f the second one. Indeed, at 

the tu rn  o f the 19th-century, m any waltzes were composed in  a slow 6/8 . 

Though composers soon began to notate the w altz in  sim ple 3 /8  o r 3 /4  meter, 

they needed to retain the hierarchical structure o f a com pound meter o f six beats 

in  order to express the pattern o f the dance.
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In  the second w a ltz  o f his Troinpeten Waltzer, Op.13, Johann Strauss, Sr., 

uses the anacrusis as a too l to establish the firs t measure as m etrica lly strong 

w ith in  the segments (see Example 2 /8 ).

Example 2/8: Strauss, Sr., Trotnpeten Walzer, Op. 13/2.

The emphasis on the firs t beat o f the six-beat segment is effected in  two 

ways. First, Strauss's repetition o f the anacrusis m otive in  itse lf lessens the 

im pact o f the second ite ra tion—that is, reduces its accent. Second, the m otive is 

repeated an octave low er at the end o f m .l, creating an echo effect and further 

subord inating the second measure. In  the subsequent two-measure segment, we 

see the same technique again, w ith  the add itiona l dropp ing o f the bass note by 

an octave. D uring  the second four-m easure sub-phrase, the beginning of each 

segment is fu rthe r m arked w ith  a dura tiona l accent.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



46

Let us re tu rn  now  to our firs t and most obvious tem poral tool, the um - 

pah-pah accompaniment. G iven that we have already established its role in  

consistently emphasizing the firs t beat o f every measure, it  w ould seem to 

underm ine the hierarchical or echoing relationship o f one measure to the next 

tha t the composers have been at such pains to establish. In  fact, much o f the tim e 

the um -pah-pah accompaniment serves another critica l role: to layer the accents 

w ith in  the two-measure segment.

As it  happens, the melody o f the th ird  w altz o f Strauss, Jr/s Liebes-Lieder 

is, by itself, very disorienting. The ascending quarters in  the firs t measure are 

fo llow ed by a dotted ha lf note in  the second. The strong durational accent on the 

second measure can make the in itia l ascending quarter notes sound 

retrospectively as though they comprised an anacrusis. Once this perception has 

been established in  the listener, the rest o f the w altz m elody is heard as i f  ou t o f 

phase by one measure (see Example 2/9a).

Example 2/9: a)

9)

5 6 7 8
A #V  if k l -  i ■ i ■

/ l_ 5 >W 1
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However, when the piece is heard w ith  the accompaniment, the 

perception that the firs t measure is an upbeat vanishes because o f the roo t 

position  tonic. M oreover, Strauss employs an oscillating bass; by changing the 

bass note to scale degree 5 at m. 2, he weakens the tonic chord, reinforcing the 

perception of the two-measure segments and clarify ing  the m etric hierarchy 

between the segments.
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b) Strauss, Sr., Liebes-Lieder, Op.114, No.3
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In  the B section o f w altz no. 4 (Example 2 /9c), however, the m elody itself 

marks the beginning o f the segments firm ly  and establishes the m etric hierarchy 

between the segments by means o f a dotted half-note w ith  a notated accent. By 

ty ing  the dotted half-note to the firs t beat o f the second measure, Strauss 

emphasizes the hierarchy not only by accentuating the firs t measure, b u t also by 

elim inating even the articu lation o f the second. The accompaniment further 

reinforces this effect by  means of the oscillating bass, 

c) Op. 114/ 4 mm. 21-24
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A  careful, and lengthy, scrutiny o f the repertory o f w a ltz  music w ould 

confirm  that there are, o f course, innumerable other means tha t w a ltz  composers 

have em ployed to c la rify  the two-measure segments and to emphasize the 

beginning o f the segments. B ut there are also some— though few — early waltzes 

that are not organized in  two-measure segments and tha t therefore do not reflect 

in  the m usic the hierarchical and echoing nature o f the tw o sets o f dance steps. 

One such example is Weber's w altz in  Freischiitz, o f w hich, as we recall, Marx 

says that i t  reveals "a genuine w altz m otive"; but, he continues:

[It] contents itse lf w ith...the unaltered p rim itive  m ateria l o f the 
three-step m otive, w ith o u t elaborating clear groupings fo r the 
complete m otion o f tw ice three steps, as w ou ld be appropriate in  a 
nobler, more perfect conception o f the waltz.

In  other words, it  exem plifies only the m arking and w eighting o f the firs t 

beat o f each measure, m aking no reference to the two-measure segment. 

However, far from  revealing a compositional deficiency o r lack o f sk ill on 

Weber's part, the w altz is entire ly appropriate to its context, being, as Marx 

describes it, a portraya l o f "a rude throng abandoning] itse lf completely to 

unadulterated w altz fever." The piece, after a ll, was composed not fo r the 

ballroom , bu t fo r the theater, and not fo r social dancers, b u t fo r the professionals 

o f the opera company. Furthermore, the scene in  question takes place not in  a 

ballroom , bu t in  fro n t o f an in n  in  the Bohemian forest in vo lv in g  tw o foresters. 

Hence, the m usic o f "th is  rustic dance," as M arx calls it, matches both the 

ru s tic ity  o f the characters and setting and, as w ith  the "nob ler and more perfect" 

examples o f the w altz, ap tly  reflects the requirements o f the dance.
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2. TURNING CIRCLES

Another essential feature o f the dance is w hat M arx calls its "sw inging 

tu rn ." Before considering how, in  this respect as in  others, the music must 

"respond to the dance m otive," le t us remember that this sw inging turn is 

c ircu la r—that is, winen the dancers have completed the ir six-step segment, they 

have returned to the same position relative to each other— and that it  relies on a 

strong centrifugal force fo r its continuity: the dancer tu rn ing  on axis and 

com pleting steps 4-6 serves as the anchor fo r the outw ard sw inging partner. The 

m usic, M arx dictates, should accomplish this "by a m elody that springs 

energetically away from  the firs t note."

In  the previous section, I  examined the accent-producing and anticipatory 

roles o f the anacrusis in  Strauss's O p .l, W altz 2 (see Example 2/3). This 

pa rticu la r anacrusis also serves im portantly to create the sw inging, circling effect 

required by M arx. Its m o tiv ic  nature creates a neighboring m otion—a distinctly 

id iom atic  feature in  the w a ltz  style and one that, as in  this example, is often 

fo llow ed by a fling , either skip-w ise or step-wise, to the strong beat. This, in  

tu rn , creates wdiat I  refer to as a centrifugal accent.

One o f the most s trik in g  examples of the centrifugal accent is found in  

Strauss's, the son, Accelerationen, w ritten  in  1860 and one o f the last wraltzes he 

composed w ith  dancing in  m ind. Here, in  the firs t w altz, the rotating melody 

wTiirls faster and faster.
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Example 2/10: Johann Strauss, Accelerationen, mm. 1-16.
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The accent-producing factors at the beginning o f the w altz are reduced to 

a m inim um : indeed, aside from  the um-pah-pah accompaniment and an 

unremarkable anacrusis w hich appears only once, at the very beginning o f the 

piece, noth ing is accented throughout the firs t eight measures. Instead, Strauss 

uses these measures to b u ild  momentum, increasing several musical elements. 

The overa ll register bu ilds higher, w ith  a crescendo; the pace accelerates 

(inevitably, given the title , although there is no such tem po indication); and the
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semitone circles— the neighboring m otion— continua lly wand, as though one 

were turn ing the key in  a mechanical toy, u n til the music seems, through the 

release o f its own centrifugal force, to flin g  itse lf up and out in to  space at m. 9.

Another, more complex example o f the centrifugal accent, is evident in  

Chopin's Minute Waltz (see Example 2 /11a), w hich shares a num ber o f features 

w ith  Strauss's Accelerationen illustra ted above: the location o f the centrifugal 

accent on the firs t beat o f m. 9; the durational and dynam ic accents; and the ever- 

higher register and crescendo during the eight-measure "w in d -u p ." However, 

w hile  Strauss accomplishes this bu ild ing  o f m om entum  entire ly w ith  a series o f 

semitones, Chopin employs a repeated m otive (see Example 2 /  l ib )  comprised o f 

twTo incomplete neighbor-note figures. The m otive occupies on ly tw o beats and 

itse lf lacks a rotating character, w hich effect is created by the repetition. Chopin, 

com bining the m elodic w ind-up w ith  hem iola, also creates a rhythm ic 

acceleration (see Example 2 /  11c)

The Minute Waltz, in  addition, reveals another level o f refinement, one 

specifically related to the technique fo r creating a centrifugal accent and w orth 

fu rthe r scrutiny. We see that, fo llo w in g  the accented quarter note at the 

beginning o f the firs t measure, Chopin introduces the m otive that he then 

repeats seven-and-a-half times during  measures 3-7, the "w in d -u p " measures. 

But w'hat o f the second measure? O n firs t consideration, i t  seems unbalanced, 

the m otive being interrupted at the m idp o in t by tw o "fo re ign " eighth notes, b- 

fla t and a-flat. These notes are never again incorporated in to  the motive: 

beginning w ith  the th ird  measure, Chopin picks up the orig ina l two-beat motive, 

from  w hich the piece never again departs.
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Example 2/11: a) Chopin Op. 64/1

I  'i J 3 1

ggppi
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b) motive

IN’

i
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c) rhythmic reduction, mm. 1-4.
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d) rhythmic reduction, m. 2 altered.
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To uncover a possible rationale fo r this qu irk , le t us examine the potential 

effect o f its absence on the entire passage. F irst o f a ll, the rotating o f the m otive 

w ou ld  thus begin at m. 2, as w ou ld the hem iola, decreasing the gradual effect of 

the rhythm ic acceleration (see Example 2 / l id ) .  A lso, i f  the hemiola were to start 

at the second measure, the th ird  measure, w hich now  starts on g, w ou ld  begin on 

c, reversing the pattern fo r the rest o f the w ind-up  measures: measures 4 and 6 

w ou ld  start on g, w h ile  measures 5 and 7 w ou ld  start on c (see Example 2/12). 

M ore to the po in t, this alternative order w ou ld  have a significant im pact on the 

end o f m. 7, which, in  turn, w ou ld  affect the centrifugal accent. As Chopin wrote 

it, the end o f m. 7 combines w ith  the step-wise flin g  occupying the entire ly o f m.

8 to create a smooth, rushing ascent up the D -fla t m ajor scale. Absent the 

varia tion o f the m otive in  m. 2, m. 7 w o u ld  start on c, thus ending on b-flat, the 

same note w ith  w hich the flin g  begins in  m. 8. Far from  the seamless transition 

that so gracefu lly reflects the im pulse o f the dance, the repetition o f b -fla t w^ould 

create a hiccup (more properly danced w ith  a hop than a g lid ing  step).

Example 2/12: Chopin, Minute Waltz, mm. 1-10 altered.

JL K K  4 J-u 1 3 mu * --- -  4 w -W -*
9)

9

There is an additional, p ianistic purpose one may ascribe to Chopin's 

com position; i t  concerns the organization o f the two-measure segment. The 

fingering dictates that the firs t beat o f each segment, fa lling  as i t  does on a g, be
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played w ith  the thumb o f the rig h t hand. As this is the strongest and low est 

finger, i t  na tura lly tends to accentuate the note.

Thus far, I  have considered musical c ircu larity w ith  respect only to its 

reflection o f the smaller circles traced by the dancers. As they also circle the 

ballroom , the "sw inging tu rn  o f the dance" finds its m irro r in  the larger scale 

organization o f the piece— that is, in  its  form  and, specifically, in  the repetitive 

character o f the music.

3. THE SIMPLICITY OF REPETITION

Though he does not say so exp lic itly , fo r Marx, the composer has b u t one 

goal in  com bining melody, harmony, and rhythm : to make the music danceable. 

This puts the music at the service o f the dance, requiring not only that the form er 

reflect the character o f the latter, bu t that i t  actually be a component. The less the 

presence o f the music itse lf intrudes, the better i t  serves the dancers.

When, in  Chapter 1 ,1 distinguished between the w altz and the precedent 

court dances, I  pointed out that one o f the most salient differences is the absence 

o f form al choreography in  the w altz. To be sure, the instructional manuals are 

replete w ith  directions concerning decorum, posture, and the appropriate 

placement o f the dancers' hands; bu t these are social niceties, not choreographic 

necessities. W ith  respect to the form al requirements, on ly a specific pa ttern of 

foo t-w ork—a mere six steps in  a ll—is called fo r and completes the m otive o f the 

dance. Dancing the waltz means on ly repeating this m otive; there are no rules, 

or even conventions, fo r the number o f repetitions o f six-step small circles, the 

size or num ber o f the large circles traced around the ballroom  by the dancing 

couple, or the number o f couples dancing simultaneously. The dance begins and
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ends when the music does; there is no dram atic h igh po int, no form al 

com pletion. In  other words, the essence o f the dance is a simple, repetitive 

pattern.

S im p lic ity  is, o f course, a characteristic common to m ost social dances 

and, hence, to the music composed fo r them, includ ing the w altz. But w altz, like 

the dance, has its own characteristic fo rm  o f s im plic ity, and that is repetition. 

Indeed, the popu la rity  o f the dance may, in  large measure, be attributable to its 

repetitiveness, i f  we agree w ith  Freud that "Repetition, the re-experiencing of 

something identical, is clearly in  itse lf a source o f p le a s u r e ." * *

Both as a concept and as an experience, repetition has been a focal po in t of 

interest and dispute in  many disciplines— especially philosophy and 

psychology— fo r centuries. Typ ica lly, the discussions center on the nature o f 

repetition and on its effect on hum an perception: whether the lite ra l repetition o f 

a w ord, a th ing perceived, o r an experience is even possible; w hether repetition 

is boring; the distinction between cyclic and linear repetition; repetition and its 

interaction w ith  change and difference.9

W ith  respect to m usic repetition  is certainly not the sole province o f the 

w altz; it  has, indeed, been considered an integra l aspect o f m usical com position 

in  general. As H einrich Schenker comments, "O ur understanding o f m usical 

technique w ou ld  have advanced m uch fu rthe r i f  on ly someone had asked:

** Sigm und Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, trans. James Strachey (New 
York: L ive righ t, 1924) p. 42.

9 S igm und Freud, "Further Recommendations in  the Technique o f Psycho- 
Analysis: Recollection, Repetition, and W orking Through," Collected Papers, Vol 
II, trans. Joan Riviere (London: Hogart, 1949); Jacques D errida, Writing and 
Difference, trans. A lan Bass (London: Routledge &  Kegan Paul, 1978); Soren 
Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling and Repetition, trans. and ed. H .V . and E.H. Hong 
(Princeton: Princeton U niversity, 1983); F riedrich Nietzsche, Werke (Leipzig: 
Kroner, 1930).
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Where, when, and how  d id  music firs t develop its most s trik ing  and distinctive 

characteristic—repetition?"10 He adds that " [re p e titio n  [is an] inherently

m usical invention ."

Like s im p lic ity , repetition is a pa rticu la rly  conspicuous feature o f any 

dance music; bu t its role is more prom inent in  the w altz because o f the h igh ly  

repetitious nature o f the dance itself. In  explaining the re lationship between 

s im p lic ity  and repetition, Schoenberg notes that m usic is always hard to 

understand "unless it  is made easier by repetition o f as many m inute, small, 

m edium  or large sections as possible... . This is perhaps the reason w hy, 

throughout the music, as much as possible is repeated as often as possible, 

especially in  sim ple m usic."11 Interestingly, Schoenberg is speaking here of 

m usic in  general, w ith o u t exp licit reference to dance m usic o f any kind. But his 

in te n t is clear w^hen, in  the sentence im m ediately fo llow ing , he refers to the 

opening m otive o f Strauss's Blue Danube po in ting  out that th is m otive is repeated 

seven times in  the course of the firs t section and arguing that "th a t is w hy the 

w hole m elody is so easy to grasp." To be sure, the Blue Danube was not 

o rig ina lly  composed fo r ballroom  dancing, bu t it  is the m ost com m only d ted  

com position in  the history o f the w altz, and Schoenberg's lin k in g  o f 

comprehension, s im p lic ity , and repetition is certainly applicable to m usic 

composed fo r the dance.

Earlier in  this chapter I  addressed the sign ificant rhythm ica l role o f the 

um -pah-pah accompaniment not on ly by em phasizing the firs t beat o f each 

measure wdth an "u m " a t the low er register, bu t noting that most o f the tim e the

10 H einrich Schenker, "The S p irit o f M usical Technique", trans. W illiam  
Pastille, Theoria 3 (1988), p. 86.

11 A rn o ld  Schoenberg, "N ew  M usic: M y M usic" in  Sh/le and Idea, p. 103.
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"urns" oscillate between different notes in  the low er register, thus helping to 

form  the two-measure segments. The Um-pah-pah, however, has an additional 

"task' throughout the piece: The Um-pah-pah accompaniment may be the most 

essential repetitive feature o f the waltz. Regardless o f the m elody, rhythm , the 

section o f the w altz, um-pah-pah continuously and relentlessly recurs, u n til the 

piece ends. I t  is "as simple as possible" and equally essential.

However essential it  is, the um-pah-pah is no t the only repetitive feature 

in  the w altz. M elody, too, figures im portantly in  repetition  and, as the fo llow ing 

example— an anonymous w^altz melody from  the beginning o f the 19th- 

century— reveals w ith  particular clarity, does so at several levels.

Example 2/13: Anonymous, engraved for Wilson's treatise on German and French Waltz.

s

h  »r  r
'B J

¥ t±U  IlLj Ir r r Ir ii£

i -j—0-

fine

2 3

m

E j c j g j r  pi.-: i L l i r  !r 1J 1 1 —1 1 Da Capom

In  this tri-pa rtite  piece, the firs t pa rt (A) occupies measures 1 to 20, up to 

fine; the second part (B) consists o f eight measures and the ir repetition; and the 

restatement o f (A) da capo forms the th ird  part. Considering that the part (A) is
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ternary and that the mood o f pa rt (B) is d ifferent, I  iden tify  the piece as Waltz 

and Trio, on a m iniature scale, w ith  an overall fo rm  o f

aba trio aba 
A B A

The form  o f this piece is, in  itself, repetitive: waltz-trio-zualtz.. However, 

this repetition is on ly apparent retrospectively, after one has read or heard the 

piece perform ed. D uring  the course o f its performance, fo r the listener as fo r the 

dancer, the music unfolds sequentially, its overall fo rm  and interna l repetitions 

in  no way evident. How , then, is it  that the repetition is revealed as the music 

progresses? The fo llow ing  phenomenological analysis w ill, I  th ink, disclose the 

answer.

We begin by observing that, significandy, the firs t ac tiv ity  in  the m elody is 

the repetition o f a note: the eighth note a, the anacrusis, is repeated as the dow n 

beat o f the firs t measure. The th ird  note o f the same measure, /# , is also 

reiterated. G iven that the second measure is an exact repetition of measure 1, by 

the end o f the second measure (that is, w ith in  tw o seconds) the listener wall 

already have experienced repetition on tw o levels: the repetition  o f an in d iv id u a l 

note and the repetition o f a three-beat measure form ing the two-measure w altz 

segment. The firs t fou r measures then form  a sub-phrase that is repeated, w ith  

s ligh t alterations in  p itch  bu t identical rhythm ic patterns. And, fina lly , the repeat 

sign dictates that this eight-measure phrase itse lf be repeated. A lready, at this 

re la tive ly early po in t in  the piece, tw o more levels o f repetition have been 

introduced: phrase repetition and the sectional repetition.

The section that follows these opening measures makes no further 

progress w ith  regard to the presentation o f new m aterial. Measures 9 and 10 , 

w hich are repeated at measures 11 and 12, are based on the same m elodic
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m aterial, inverted, o f the (a) section. Moreover, this four-m easure sub-phrase 

(mm.9-12) is fo llow ed by the opening, section (a) m aterial.

N o r does the trio , w hich forms the m iddle o f the com position, introduce 

anything s ign ificantly new. The most evident differences are its key, b-m inor, 

and its complete freedom  from  the m ain m otive o f the w a ltz— that is, two 

sixteenth notes, fo llow ed by two eighth notes, as presented in  m .l. These 

d istinctions notw ithstanding, it  is entire ly based on the rhythm ic m otive 

presented at m. 3 and 4, opening w ith  tw o measures fu ll o f repeated notes and 

form ing an eight-measure phrase w ith  a reprise.

D uring  the entire seventy-two-measures (counting a ll repeats) we have 

actually heard over and over only the same three measures o f d istinct m elodic 

m aterial, m. 1,3, and 4, repeated precisely or w ith  a s ligh t varia tion.

In  the above analysis, I  have no t considered the question posed by 

Edward Cone in  his Musical Form and Musical Performance: "[I]s  there such th ing 

as lite ra l repetition in  music?" Analyzing Chopin's Polonaise in  A  major, Cone 

drawls attention to the s ix-fo ld  statement o f its opening period, a lite ra l repetition 

each tim e o f AABABA-Trio-ABA, m aking fo r a total o f six A 's  in  all. He argues 

that "the second A  is already different from  the firs t. The firs t was preceded by 

silence and fo llow ed by its repetition; the second is preceded by the firs t and 

fo llow ed by B... . The th ird  is now preceded and fo llow ed by B...and so on... . 

Each statement [o f A ] is influenced by its position, by w hat precedes and wTiat 

foliow 's it..."12 He therefore concludes that, although the physical sounds are 

indeed duplicated in  the m usic when the repeat signs are observed, the m usic is 

no t heard as an exact repetition.

12 Edward Cone, Musical Form and Musical Performance (N ew  York: W.W. 
N orton, 1968), p. 46.
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In  w altz, however, th is d istinction is irrelevant. W hat is im portant is the 

correspondence o f the monotonous continu ity o f the music w ith  that o f the 

dance. Whereas Cone is investigating the meaning o f each statement o f A —  

identify ing  as the determ inant o f meaning the position o f the statement and its 

relationship to that w hich precedes and follow s it, I  believe that the repetition  in  

w altz has a d iffe ren t k ind  o f meaning. Each repeated feature, be i t  a note or a 

phrase or a section, has the same function fo r the dancer as does every other 

feature: that is, i t  is a ll part o f the continuum  o f movement. Indeed, fa m ilia rity  

w ith  the m aterial and its continuous repetition provide the dancer w ith  the 

momentum to keep w h irling .
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CHAPTER 3 
Opera, Ballet, and Playing with the Waltz

As this chapter deals w ith  the use o f the w altz in  tw o narrative 

performance media— opera and ballet—and on its role in  the portrayal o f 

character and advancement o f p lo t, i t  is im portant to have clearly in  m ind the 

attitudes toward the dance du ring  the 19th century. As I  noted in  chapter 1, the 

w altz's enormous po pu la rity  as a social dance was accompanied by equal 

concern for—even strong disapproval o f—its purported effect, notably on 

women. Indeed, criticism s about w altzing were almost w h o lly  focused on its 

influence on women, who were, if  not entirely discouraged from  partic ipa ting  in  

the dance, at least urged to observe various restrictions about when, w ith  whom, 

and how  much to w altz, imposed by the dictates o f m orality, etiquette, and 

health. To be sure, wom en continued to dance (w ith  whom, after a ll, were the 

men dancing, i f  not female partners?), bu t it  is evident that they d id  so in  fu ll 

awareness of society's disapproval and thus w ith  a certain anxiety about the 

potential damage to the ir reputation. W altzing was erotic, lu s tfu l, h igh ly 

rom antic, and pro found ly associated w ith  women.

These attitudes were pervasive throughout 19th-century culture and 

society, which, o f course, included contemporary composers. They could not 

have been unaware o f either sensual qualities attributed to the dance o r its 

strongly gendered connotations, both o f w hich accrued to the m usical genre 

itse lf and influenced— consciously or unconsciously—their decision to compose 

a waltz.
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Previously, in  an e ffo rt to establish exactly what the w a ltz  is, I  discussed it  

as a dynam ic musical genre w ith  m ore than one aesthetic function and, hence, 

any number o f potential aesthetic meanings. But genre also im plies the 

com m unication o f that meaning to an audience; and here, I  am concerned w ith  

the power o f this particu lar genre, the wraltz, to convey the 19th-century social 

meaning of the dance. To that end, I  tu rn  nowr to two recent and ihum ina ting  

works on the subject o f m usical genre.

In  "Tropes and the Concept o f Genre," Jacobsson and T re itle r argue 

effectively that genre is no t on ly a "concept fo r bu ild ing  a taxonomy o f art 

w orks," bu t a concept that "can function  more actively and productive ly in  the 

analysis o f a rt and its h is to ry ."! This function, they note, "rests on [genre's] 

m ulti-d im ensionality," wrhich "brings together perspectives on the artists, on the 

w'ork, and on the pub lic ." In  other w'ords, this is genre understood 

contextually—and specifically rhetorica lly—in  the lig h t o f w hich 

author/com poser and audience enter in to  a relationship on the ground o f 

common musical experience and understanding. Or, as Jeffrey Kallberg puts it  

in  "The rhetoric of genre: Chopin's Nocturne in  G M inor," genre as a concept 

does not inhere only in  the m usical com position itself, b u t is in  fact "better 

perceived as a social phenomenon shared by composers and listeners a like ."2

A ll three scholars emphasize the im portant no tion  that effective 

com m unication is contingent upon the sharing o f a set o f assumptions, beliefs, 

and conventions by the composer and the audience. I t  is the m u lti­

1 R itva Jacobsson and Leo T re itle r, 'T ropes and the Concept o f Genre," in  Pax 
et Sapienta: Studies in Text and Music of Liturgical Tropes and Sequences in Memory 
of Gordon Anderson , ed. by R itva Jacobsson (Stockholm: A lm qvis t &  W ikse ll 
International, 1986), p. 60.

2 Jeffrey Kallberg, "The Rhetoric o f Genre: Chopin's Nocturne in  G M in o r," 
19th-Century Music 11 (1988), p. 243.
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dim ensionality o f genre that makes possible a fu ll exploration o f this 

com munication, as Jacobsson and T re itle r explain:

W ith  respect to the artist, a genre represents a trad ition  o f m aking 
that sets tasks and transm its conventions and models in  re la tion to 
w hich the a rtis t exercises his ow n intentions. ...W ith focus on the 
w ork, a genre represents a complex o f structura l and sty lis tic  
features and features o f content. ...W ith focus on the public, a genre 
represents the function  o r purpose o f a k ind  o f art work, addressed 
to a particu la r public, and the expectations and responses o f the 
public in  the lig h t o f that function and o f the artistic means that are 
adapted to it... i t  is on ly in  the ir interaction that the genre concept 
can produce understanding o f in d iv id u a l works.3

This last po in t— that the understanding o f a musical w ork depends upon 

an examination o f the in te raction o f composer, audience, and music—is critica l to 

the discussion that fo llow s. M y exploration o f the ro le o f the waltz in  opera and 

ba lle t rests on the assum ption that the composers o f these dramatic, narrative 

m usical works have recourse to knowledge, experience, and conventions that 

they share w ith  the ir audience and that they re ly upon these to communicate 

w ith  that audience. The very choice o f musical genre itse lf is a component of 

that com m unication.4 I t  fo llow s that 19th-century assumptions about the 

w altz— that is, its reception—give it  particu la r pow er in  dram atic m usical works 

to define character and develop the p lo t. The composer's choice o f a w altz fo r a 

specific (often crucia l) m om ent in  the p lo t or in  association w ith  a certain 

character is, therefore, a sign fo r the audience, conveying an established, 

conventional meaning tha t composer and audience share.

Opera and ba lle t represent tw o h igh ly refined forms o f cooperation 

between music and narra tive drama. Both have p lo t and character, and in  both 

m usic has exceptionally strong expressive, even m otivational and narrative

3 Jacobsson and T re itle r, "Tropes and the Concept o f Genre," p. 60.

4 Kallberg, "The Rhetoric o f Genre," p. 243.
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power. W ith  respect to the story itself, however, there is an obvious difference: 

operas have lib re tti and the performers use words to express em otion and intent; 

ballets are wordless, and the dancers re ly upon movement and gesture. 

However, this d istinction  is not critica l to the comparison.

The ballets w ith  which I  am concerned are 19th-century story ballets, 

rather than the more recent abstract creations o f such 20th-century 

choreographers as Balanchine or Merce Cunningham. The plots and characters 

o f these earlier ballets were generally based upon w ell-know n fa iry  tales and 

standard tropes, w ith  which the contemporary audience was entire ly fam ilia r. 

They therefore arrived at the theater w ith  certain expectations and knowledge 

that gave them a pre-established common ground w ith  the composer and 

choreographer.

W ith  respect to opera, it  has been argued that the lib re tto  does not have 

the absolute power conveying the story and the characters. In  The Composer's 

Voice, Edward Cone describes the music o f opera as a "reading" o f the drama, 

noting that "the composer appropriates that reading and makes it  a component 

in  another w ork, entire ly his own—a larger fo rm  created by the musical 

setting."5 A nd Catherine Q4m ent goes farther, suggesting, in  Opera, or the 

Undoing of Women, that the w ritten  p lo t o f the lib re tto  is entire ly subsumed by 

the music. By way o f illustra tion , she observes that the audience does not pay 

attention to the words; even in  operas about women— "they suffer, they cry, they 

d ie "—w hat we hear are the ir pow erfu l voices and the orchestra.6

5 Edward Cone, The Composer's Voice (Berkeley and London: U niversity o f 
C aliforn ia Press, 1974), p. 20.

6 Catherine Clement, Opera, or the Undoing of Women, trans. by Betsy W ing 
(M inneapolis: U niversity o f M innesota Press, 1988), p. 11.
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Music, the common ground fo r opera and ballet, is not on ly a component 

o f both, bu t the essential—in  fact, prim ary— m edium  o f expression. As Kerman 

notes, "the fundamental mode o f presentation in  drama is action, and in  m usical 

drama the m edium  of im aginative articu la tion is m usic."7 A nd in  both, the role 

o f the composers in  shaping the plo t, developing the characters, and conveying 

both is paramount. The "reading," as Cone calls it, that they give the narrative is 

reflected in  the ir choice o f certain tempi, dynamics, meter, form , key scheme, and 

so forth . They employ motives and recurring themes to convey relationships 

among particu lar moments in  the p lo t. And they use the w altz, w ith  its m usical 

and social connotations and meanings, as a tool o f com m unication w ith  the 

audience.

M usically, the characteristics o f the w altz— its meter, m elodic structure, 

and accompaniment—are readily recognizable by the audience, w hich is fam ilia r 

w ith  the genre and fo r whom  it  has pleasurable associations. W ith  respect to its 

social text, the audience could be expected to recognize its social meaning and its 

associations w ith  women, love, joy, and seduction. That the w altz conveys 

apparently paradoxical meanings o f in d iv id u a l pleasure and social disapproval, 

that it  can be expressive o f female v ita lity  and, at the same tim e, o f woman's 

dow nfa ll, makes it  especially m eaningful in  the context o f the musical drama. In  

exam ining an opera or ballet, one is often struck by the composer's use o f a w altz 

and by the questions its presence raises: W hy is there a w altz in  th is particu lar 

scene? W hat does the genre te ll us about a certain character or tu rn  in  the plot?

7 Joseph Kerman, Opera as Drama, rev. ed. (Berkeley: U niversity o f C alifornia 
Press, 1988), p. 58.
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OPERA: THE DRAM ATIC  A N D  M USICAL ROLE OF THE W ALTZ

W hat is it  in  opera that unfolds the p lo t, identifies the characters and gives 

the performance its dram atic and em otional im petus and color? The lib re tto , o f 

course, quite lite ra lly  articulates the plo t, bu t i t  undergoes a substantial re­

reading in  the hands o f the composer. The music, in  fact, not only conveys the 

narrative and em otional content o f the story, bu t i t  has the capacity to 

communicate the structure of the opera and to lin k  events and characters, 

rem inding the audience o f earlier moments in  the opera and foreshadowing 

fu tu re  turns in  the p lo t.

Each o f the three operas I  w ill examine— La traviata, La boheme, and 

Wozzeck—has a d istinctive  female character, w ith  whom  the w altz is associated. 

B ut V ioletta, Musetta, and M arie are very d iffe ren t women, and their respective 

composers use the w a ltz  quite d iffe ren tly  w ith  respect bo th  to p lo t and to the 

portraya l o f character.

I t  is no coincidence that V erd i uses the w altz as a fram ing device in  La 

traviata. A t the beginning o f the opera— and in  the spring o f the ir new love—  the 

lovers, A lfredo and V ioletta , sing a duet that is a w a ltz; at the end of the th ird  act, 

when the happiness o f the ir reunion is crushed by V io letta 's im pending demise, 

they again sing a w altz duet. These duets no t on ly open and close the drama, 

they m ark the key moments in  the classical tragedic rise and fa ll, the moments o f 

hope and despair. The theme o f the firs t duet recurs throughout the opera, as a 

consistent lin k in g  thread and re-presents in  the listener's m ind  the central m otifs 

o f love, joy, and, I  believe, of A lfredo's dominance— it  is his courting theme after 

a ll— in  the course o f the ir narrative and m usical relationship.
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The firs t duet (the love duet) takes place in  A ct I, scene 3. As this is one of 

the most closely and frequently analyzed scenes in  Verdi's works, I  have 

benefited greatly from  the existing literature, particu la rly  Cone's and Kerman's 

studies o f the scene which, however brie f, are particu larly ins igh tfu l.8 M y 

discussion, however, is focused solely on an interpretation o f the role o f the 

w a ltz  per se, in  this scene and at the conclusion o f the opera.

Because this love duet introduces the characters and the premises o f the 

p lo t, i t  has considerable structura l and dram atic importance. As we know  from  

the lib re tto , A lfredo expresses his concern about V ioletta 's self-destructive life ­

style and offers her his care and love. V io letta , whose past makes it  d iffic u lt for 

her to believe in  such unstin ting  love, demurs. But her resistance is short-lived 

and superficial, no match fo r the strength o f A lfredo 's declarations o f devotion. 

This is made evident by tw o means. The firs t, more straightforw ard, is in  the 

words themselves: the lib re tto  has V ioletta firs t offer A lfredo on ly friendship, 

urg ing h im  to forget her. Shortly thereafter, she has given him  her flow e r and 

agreed to see h im  the fo llo w in g  day.

I f  her words do not fu lly  convey the extent to w hich V io letta is prepared 

to y ie ld  to A lfredo's pleas, the music— the second, more elaborated means— 

conveys both the pow er o f his ardor and V io le tta 's internal conflict. A lfredo, 

courting V ioletta , na tura lly leads the duet. I t  is the melody to w hich his ecstatic 

words o f love ("D i quell'am or ch'fe pa lp i to d e ll'u n i verso in te ro") are set that 

becomes the recurring theme (see Example 3 /1 ), to w hich I w ill refer hereafter as 

the love theme.

8 Kerman, Opera as Drama, p. 133; Edward Cone, "The W orld o f Opera and its 
Inhabitants," Music, a view from Delft: selected essays, ed. Robert M organ
(Chicago: U niversity o f Chicago), pp. 126-27.
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Example 3/1: Verdi, "Di quell'amor ch'e palpito". La traviata, Act II, Scene 3.

jnzz.

l 'u n i - v e r- so in  - te m i - s te  - ri m i - s te  - r i  - o -  so , a l - tero. so. ro.

con grazta

c r o -c e e  d e  - d e - I i - z i a a l  cor.CTO ce,

A fte r 31 measures o f attentive silence, V io le tta  enters the duet at m. 32, refusing 

his love and offering friendship instead. Believing that she does no t know  how 

to love, she urges A lfredo to forget her. B ut A lfredo uses his verbal and m usical 

love theme to insist, in te rrup ting  her protestations and weakening her resolve. 

By m. 52, V io letta is already g iv ing  indications that A lfredo is swaying her: here, 

though her words s till ask h im  to forget her, she sings the love theme along w ith
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A lfredo  (see Example 3/2). They may be saying—and th in k ing—som ething 

d ifferent, bu t m usically V ioletta is at least h a lf persuaded.

Example 3/2: Verdi, "Di quell'amor ch'£ palpito", La traviata, Act II, Scene 3.

d u o  tron o n  a r rev e

Alfredo
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A lthough  at the conclusion o f the duet (see Example 3/3) she keeps repeating 

"yo u  w ill not fin d  it  d iffic u lt to forget me then," her singing anticipates her 

eventual y ie ld ing to him .

Example 3/3: Verdi, "Di quell'amor ch'e palpito", cadenza.

d i - m en ah!d i -  m en  -  tic a r m i. car.

ah!d e  - li - z ia  al cor.c ro ce e

67
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d i  - m e n  - ti m i a lc a r
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The con flic t suggested by the dichotom y o f words and music in  V ioletta 's pa rt o f 

the duet foreshadows and is made exp lic it in  her aria, "A h  fors'£ lu i/S em pre 

libe ra ," tha t fo llow s in  Scene 5— an im portan t instance o f the recurrence o f the 

love theme and one to w hich I  w ill re tu rn  la te r in  th is discussion. First, however, 

I  w ill address another sign ificant feature o f the opening duet scene: Verd i's use 

o f ve t another w altz as a divertissement.
a/

A t the beginning o f this scene, im m ediate ly before A lfredo begins the 

duet, the audience and V ioletta 's guests—fo r the moment also an "audience" in  

the context o f the performance— hear m usic, a w altz, from  the next room. The
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guests leave the draw ing room  and, going off-stage, are understood by the 

theater audience to have gone in to  another room  to waltz. A lthough we do no t 

see them dancing, we know  that they are w a ltz ing  to music played by a banda 

interna, an "off-stage" band. I t  is a typica l w altz, o f the sort to which the opera- 

goers themselves w ould have danced. This audience, however, now  hears yet 

another w altz, the love duet sung by A lfredo  and V ioletta on-stage, in  the very 

room  the guests have left, the m usic fo r w h ich  is played by the p it orchestra. As 

soon as A lfredo begins to sing, the music o f the off-stage band can no longer be 

heard, replaced by that o f the p it orchestra and by the voice o f A lfredo.

A t the end o f the duet, A lfredo and V io le tta  are interrupted: the others re­

enter the room, having le ft o ff dancing, and at that moment the banda interna is 

heard again, playing the second o f its melodies, an episodic theme that tells the 

audience it  has been playing a ll the w hile, unheard except by the dancers, and 

"th a t the cantabile [duet] has been, in  television terms, a cutaway shot."9

That Verd i uses tw o waltzes in  qu ick succession—the one actually 

in te rrup ting  the other—and makes the waltz-divertissem ent a frame fo r the 

w altz- duet is an example o f the expressive power o f the w altz genre in  

conveying complex meaning. The social dance in  the "other room ", is lig h t and 

joyous. The love duet happening in  "th is  room ", however, concerns a w eighty 

dialogue between the prospective lovers. This is an opera o f dua lity : fo r

Kerm an the dua lity  is between "sentim entality and re a lity "10, fo r Q 6m ent i t  is 

"between the fam ily, its property interests, and the parallel w o rld  o f 

p ro s titu tio n "11, and fo r me, i t  is between hope and despair. The "Valzer-D uet"

9 Julian Budden, The Operas of Verdi (New York: O xford U niversity Press, 
1978), v. 2, p. 133.

10 Opera as Drama, p. 133.
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scene presenting tw o waltzes w ith  d iffe ren t aesthetic functions makes this 

du a lity  clear.

The other w altz— unm istakably a w altz, though not so titled  by the 

composer—is V ioletta and A lfredo 's last duet, "P arig i, o cara," w hich brings the 

dram a to its conclusion. As the firs t duet and wraltz brought them together, this 

marks the ir reunion after separation. V ioletta 's love is undim inished by the 

sacrifices she has made fo r A lfredo 's sake. He, in  re turn , appreciates her sacrifice 

and admires her steadfastness, lov ing  her more than ever. Where the firs t duet, 

as I  noted, emphasized the difference in  the ir respective states o f m ind—V io le tta  

resisting A lfredo's courtship by singing a d iffe ren t m elody at the beginning o f 

the duet—here, in  this fin a l duet, V ioletta fo llow s A lfredo 's lead from  her firs t 

notes, repeating his m usic precisely. Alas, this m usical resolution belies the 

p lo t's conclusion—the lovers w ill no t live  happ ily  ever after—and the con flic t 

s till churning in  V ioletta 's m ind. When, earlier in  the last act, V ioletta reads the 

le tte r from  A lfredo's father, in fo rm ing  her that h is son knows the tru th  and is on 

his w ay to v is it her, she screams, "Troppo ta rd i!" I t  is, indeed, too late: V io le tta  

is dying. N or has she tru ly  resolved the doubts firs t expressed in  the opening 

duet and elaborated in  her A ct I, Scene 5 aria. W hich way o f life  should she 

follow 7? Could she rea lly trust A lfredo's love? V ioletta 's life  is ending. She 

knows— and the audience knows— that there w ill be no answers to her 

questions.

Between the firs t and last w altz duets, and between V ioletta 's burgeoning 

hope in  A ct I  and her u ltim ate  despair at the end o f the opera, the p lo t and 

V io letta 's emotions undergo considerable vicissitudes. The key moments in  the 

turnings o f both are m arked by a restatement o f the love theme. That an early 

theme recurs over the course o f the opera itse lf is less interesting since V erd i is

Opera, or the Undoing of Women, p. 19.
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know n fo r a fondness fo r recurring themes. However, the recurrance o f this 

particu la r theme is significant: the firs t duet is a w altz, and w hat we hear 

throughout is a fragm ent o f a w altz.

We hear A lfredo's courting theme in  five  d iffe ren t contexts over the 

course o f the opera. W hile it  plays a sligh tly d iffe ren t dram atic ro le at d iffe rent 

po ints in  the opera, it  is always associated w ith  A lfredo 's prom ise o f love, that 

love "w h ich  is the pulse o f the entire universe." The firs t statement o f this 

theme, o f course, is A lfredo's declaration o f love fo r V ioletta, at the beginning of 

the opera. Reflecting on that m om ent in  her A ct I, Scene 5 recitative, V ioletta 

imagines the happiness o f lov ing  and being loved. In  the andante, she sings "ah 

fors'e lu i,"  perhaps A lfredo is the one fo r whom  she has w aited a ll her life. 

Recalling A lfredo 's words, she sings the love theme. But when she sings the 

theme again, she alters his words, "quell'am or qu'e p a lp ito / dell'universo 

in te ro " (that love w hich is the pulse o f the whole universe), to "Sentia che am or & 

p a lp ito " (I fe lt that love is the pulse...). A lfredo's words bespeak certainty: love is 

the pulse. V ioletta 's, on the other hand, are conditional: at that moment, under 

the influence o f A lfredo 's courtship and ardor, she felt that love is the pulse. 

N ow  she vacillates. Even as she seems convinced o f A lfredo 's love—and the 

audience convinced o f her conviction—she suddenly stops, muses fo r a moment, 

then bursts out, "F o llie L . F o llie !" These thoughts have been fo llies, a change of 

m ind  V io letta  makes p la in  in  the fo llow ing  cabaletta: who is she to dream of 

love? O n the contrary, she m ust always be free. But as she reaches the cadence, 

A lfredo 's voice is heard through the w indow , singing his love theme again. This 

th ird  ite ra tion  o f the theme gives the audience advance know ledge o f what 

V io le tta  herself has yet to decide: tha t A lfredo's love is more pow erfu l than her 

reservations. I t  is no t surprising, therefore, that the fo llo w in g  act opens at 

V io le tta 's country home, where A lfredo  is once more expressing his love and
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devotion, this tim e in  her own liv in g  room. He has trium phed, at least fo r the 

moment, in  effecting the ir union.

Because the last tw o restatements o f the theme are purely instrum ental, it  

is clear that the reinforcement o f the dram atic theme at critica l moments is 

V erd i's  contribu tion to Piave's libretto. We hear the theme again as V ioletta 

reads Germont's letter, at the beginning o f the fin a l act, rem iniscing about the ir 

love; and fina lly , it  recurs as V ioletta lies dying, at the opera's very end. I t  seems 

to give her sudden strength, however evanescent; a wall—however m uch in  

va in—to live ; renewed hope, quickly dashed.

The firs t w altz we hear, the social w a ltz  o f the off-stage dancers, rem inds 

us that, in  the dance, the man leads, the wom an follow s. Though they perform  

the same steps (see m y analysis in  Chapter 1), i t  is his strength and control that 

keeps centrifugal force from  tearing them apart. He takes three steps, she copies 

them  exactly; he sets the course they take together.

Like the male partner holding ou t his hand to invite  a wom an to w altz, 

A lfredo  offers his love to V ioletta in  a w altz. She resists; he insists; she yields to 

his entreaties. A lfredo acts, V ioletta reacts; he leads, she follows. That she has 

determ ined to fo llo w  him  is confirmed fo r the listener by the re turn o f the social 

w a ltz  fo llo w ing  the ir duet: we can im agine them w altzing together. N o r does 

V io le tta  have any real control over circumstances as they unfold. A t the end o f 

the opera, A lfredo once again leads the ir duet; V ioletta, the no-longer-reluctant 

partner, repeats his music note fo r note. A n d  arching between the tw o w altz 

duets, the recurring theme—the fragm entary w altz—contrives to rem ind the 

listener no t only o f love and hope, bu t o f the im portance o f male supremacy and 

o f A lfredo 's influence on Violetta.
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Though the two w altz duets in  La traviata are significant fram ing devices 

fo r the p lo t and, together w ith  the recurring theme, serve to convey a central 

dram atic theme, they are not the only waltzes in  the opera. Indeed, it  is fu ll o f 

waltzes: sad waltzes, loving waltzes, waltzes slow and fast, "triv ia l, vulgar, 

[and] ro tten ."12 Everyone seems to sing a w altz at one tim e or another: A lfredo, 

V io letta , gypsies, matadors.

In  contrast, La boheme has on ly one w altz and Puccini gives i t  not to his 

heroine, M im i, bu t to her counterpart, Musetta, the young coquette, who sings it  

in  celebration o f her powers o f attraction to men. I  believe Puccini's use o f the 

w a ltz  here reflects another of its well-established 19th-century associations: that 

wom en who waltzed were unabashedly sexual, seductive, and dow nrigh t 

im proper.

W hile V ioletta represents w ith in  herself the opposites o f v ita lity  and 

illness, o f hope and despair, o f love and loss, Puccini's opera in  effect assigns 

these contrasting characteristics to tw o personae, the tw o central women in  the 

narrative. One is M im i: young, poor, and ill,  she falls instantly in  love w ith  

Rodolfo in  the firs t act and dies qu ietly in  the last. M im i is very much the 19th- 

century lite ra ry  type o f the femme fragile, who is typ ica lly delicate o f bearing, 

beau tifu l in  her sickliness, and sexually innocent. And then there is Musetta: as 

young as M im i, bu t healthy where the la tte r is sick, robust where M im i is fra il, 

"pigheaded as the other is sweet," as Q em ent aptly puts it .1^ Musetta herself, in  

the fin a l act o f the stage adaptation o f M urger's orig ina l novel, articulates 

succinctly the essential difference between the tw o women: w hile  both, she says,

12 Q & nent, Opera, or the Undoing of Women, p. 60.

*3 Ib id ., p. 86.
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have suffered, " I  [have suffered] from  an illness tha t caused me to live , coquetry 

and pleasure; she [from  a fatal illness], love and honesty."14

H ow , then, is it  that Musetta deserves the opera's only waltz? It  is by 

v irtue  o f precisely that distinction: M usetta is the life  force, the em bodim ent o f 

sexuality, the seductress—everything tha t 19th-century social critics feared about 

w a ltz ing  women.

It  is Rodolfo and Marcello, the tw o m ain male characters, who give us a 

p o rtra it o f Musetta, one that reflects no t on ly the ir opinions but, we understand, 

the tru th  o f her character. Introducing Musetta, in  absentia, to M im i, Rodolfo 

says, "H e r name is Musetta. Surname: Tem ptation! She is like a weathervane, 

always changing her lovers." M arcello— a form er lover o f M usetta's who, 

having been abandoned by her w ith o u t p ity , clearly has experience on his side—  

adds, "She eats hearts, and that7s w hy I  have no t go t one."

Musetta makes her appearance a t the caffe on Christmas Eve, on the arm  o f 

an o ld  man who is one o f her supporters. B ut her d u p lic ity—another form  of 

m oral degeneration associated w ith  the w altz— is qu ick ly apparent: her goal is 

to seduce and regain Marcello, w hom  she had previously left. H er entrance 

brings joy, movement, attraction, and pow erfu l sexuality to the gathering: her 

firs t utterance is a flirta tious laugh. She tries to attract Marcello's attention, to 

make h im  notice her, even going so fa r as to smash a plate she claims smells o f 

fa t (a show o f fastidiousness quite ou t o f character fo r Musetta). N oth ing works, 

u n til M usetta plays her trum p card: o u trig h t seduction. The action freezes as 

M usetta, center stage, begins her waltz:

W hen I  w alk alone dow n the street people tu rn  and stare at me.
They survey m y beauty from  head to toe.

14 H enry M urger, Scenes de la vie de Boheme, ed. Francoise Geisenberger (Paris, 
1961), p. 186.
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A nd I  enjoy the hidden longing that gleams in  the ir eyes as they
imagine the hidden charms beneath m y visible attractions.

Surrounded by this cloud o f desire, I  am so happy.

The sexuality is palpable, as it  is nowhere else in  the opera, and the 

message o f M usetta's waltz— the m usic and words in  perfect collaboration—is 

unmistakable: she is extraord inarily beautiful, irresistib ly attractive, and

unashamedly sexy. As she flirts , changes lovers, flaunts her v ita lity , she makes it  

abundantly clear that she is fu lly  aware o f who and w hat she is.

In  Wozzeck, Berg gives us yet another w altzing woman, M arie, the 

un fa ith fu l com m on-law w ife o f the anti-hero, a miserable ord inary soldier. Berg, 

we know, composed his opera at the beginning o f the 20th century, using the 

w altz  as an id iom , not by quoting from  19th-century waltzes, bu t by composing 

new ones in  his own atonal language. That he distorts the rom antic tonal 

language o f the w altz w ithou t d is to rting  the waltz iden tity  is significant; and I  

believe that the w altz in  this instance has a special aesthetic function, an issue I  

w ill address in  Chapter 5, where I  examine waltzes about the waltz.

For the moment, I am concerned instead w ith  s till another social 

convention: i f  La traviata brings to m ind  the romance and joy o f the w a ltz  and the 

dominance o f the male partner in  the dance, and La boheme its iden tifica tion  w ith  

female seductiveness and sexuality, Wozzeck gives us female in fid e lity  

personified—the w altzing wom an as lu s tfu l cheat.

M arie is firs t introduced in  A ct 1, scene 3: at an open w indow , she is 

adm iring the soldiers, especially the drum  major, who are on parade in  the street 

before her house. A t the end o f th is firs t act, the d rum  m ajor has returned to 

impress her. Fa lling in to  his arms, M arie disappears w ith  h im  in to  the house, 

and the curtain descends.
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As A ct I I  unfolds, each scene marks another step in  Wozzeck's discovery 

o f M arie's in fid e lity . In  Scene 1, M arie is looking at herself in  the m irro r and 

adm iring  the earrings the drum  m ajor gave her, when Wozzeck suddenly enters. 

M arie claims to have found them, bu t Wozzeck is not convinced. In  the 

fo llo w in g  scene, the captain and the doctor, encountering Wozzeck on the street, 

drop vague hints o f M arie's a ffa ir w ith  the drum  major. By Scene 3, W ozzeck is 

su ffic ien tly  suspicious to im p ly  to M arie that he is aware o f what is going on. 

She pretends not to understand w hat he is saying. As he becomes more 

threatening, she becomes more defiant. F inally, in  the fou rth  scene, suspicion 

turns to conviction, as Wozzeck's in tu itio n  about M arie's in fid e lity  is confirm ed, 

when he sees her dancing w ith  the drum  major in  the tavern. They are, no t 

surpris ing ly, w altz ing together.

W hile the tavern scene lays bare any number of basic emotions—sadness, 

anger, jealousy, fear, revenge— all have a common thread and theme: sexuality. 

As M arie and the drum  m ajor pass w h irlin g  by, Wozzeck screams:

Everything is w allow ing in  lust: man and woman, creatures both
human and animal!

Woman! woman! wom an is hot! she is hot!

Then W ozzeck bursts out passionately, adding:

See how  he feels her w ith  his hands! Feels her body! A nd she
laughs...

The sexuality o f the scene is qu ite  exp lic it in  Buchner's text; one is, in  fact, 

struck by the echoes in  Wozzeck's w ords o f the comments of 19th-century critics, 

notably A rnd t, whom  I  cited in  Chapter 1, and o f Flaubert's description o f the 

effect o f the w altz upon his hero in  L'Education sentimentaleJ-5 A nd Berg conveys

15 See p. 14 and 15 fo r these citations.
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that sexuality equally in  his music, em ploying the m ost erotic dance o f the 

previous century.

STORY BALLET AN D  THE W ALTZ

In  the in troduction, I  discussed the relationship between m usic and dance, 

includ ing ballet, and suggested that the form er is no t an accompaniment, but 

actually a component o f the latter. N ot on ly do sound and movement, or 

gesture, w ork together as expressive tools, but, as Carlo Blasis holds, "Ballet 

music... must, so to speak, supplement [and] c la rify  fo r the audience a ll the 

m ental movements w hich the dancer or m ime artist cannot convey in  gestures 

and the play o f physiognom y."16 Konstantin Skalkovsky, com paring the role of 

m usic in  ballet and opera in  his Ballet, its History and Place in the Fine Arts, goes 

even farther, insisting that

[m ]usic alone can give the dancer or m ime that fire  o f expression 
w hich words insp ire in  the singer or actor. M usic in  ba lle t m ust 
complete in  the im agination o f the audience everyth ing that is 
beyond the means o f dance and its poses to express. A lthough 
pantomime is very expressive in  itself, w itho u t the m elodic sounds 
o f music it  too sometimes fails to move the soul.17

A nd Edward Cone puts it  m ost succinctly and em phatically: "B alle t ...should be

view ed neither as a m usical com position w ith  personified rhythm s, nor as a

stage w ork w ith  m usical accompaniment, bu t as a synthesis o f two

complementary m edia." ̂

16 Code of Terpsichore, p. 189.

17 Konstantin Skalkovsky, Balet, ego istoriya i mesto v ryadu izyashchnykh 
iskusstv (St. Petersburg, 1882), p. 15; translated in  Roland John W iley, 
Tchaikovsky's Ballets (O xford, 1985), p. 5.

1® The Composer's Voice, p. 142.
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In  m y discussion of opera and the w altz, I  established the association o f 

the w a ltz  w ith  three central wom en characters and its capacity to reinforce in  the 

listener's ear and m ind certain com m only-held biases and prejudices about 

wom en who w altz. Now, as I  tu rn  m y attention to the w altz in  19th-century 

s to iy  ballets, I  m ust begin by  noting that the ba lle t had a very d iffe ren t status 

than d id  opera at the time, tha t women, both as ballerinas and as characters in  

the balle t, have a d iffe rent re lationship to the ir a rt than do women in  opera, and 

tha t the w altz itse lf plays a singular role in  ballet. Inevitably, therefore, I  w ill 

take a d iffe ren t approach, b u t to the same end: to explore the meaning and 

fun c tion  o f the w altz.

First, 19th-century ba lle t does not merely have women characters in  it: i t  

is dom inated by women. This is, partly, the result o f the increased acceptance o f 

wom en as perform ers. I t  also, in  large measure, owes much to a pu re ly technical 

developm ent: the in troduction o f the poi?ite- (or toe-) shoe. As a replacement fo r 

the heeled shoes o f the 18th-century ballerina and fo r the "inv is ib le " w ires that, 

since the end o f that century, gave women the "tr ic k " o f seeming to floa t across 

the stage, the pointe-shoe's effect upon balle t was transformative:

The tric k  o f stu ffing the toe o f the slipper w ith  cottonwool enabled 
ballerinas to perform  prodig ious feats o f b rilliance and balance, and 
to combine them w ith  noiseless leaps and poses to produce an 
effect o f being airborne. The man became little  more than a humble
porter. 19

So novel and dram atic was the effect created by the ballerina on pointe, i t  

is no wonder tha t women characters dom inated the stories and women dancers 

the stage in  19th-century ballet. In  a standard production o f Swan Lake, fo r 

instance, scores o f women—swans, entertainers, prospective fiancees— throng

19 A lexander Bland, A History of Ballet and Dance in the Western World 
(London: Barrie &  Jenkins, 1976), p. 56.
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the stage. Siegfried and a few lone entertainers provide the sole male presence. 

Likewise, in  Sleeping Beauty, the fairies, a ll women, are rarely off-stage.

Second, we m ust consider the role o f the w altz in  ballet: to ta lk  about 

19th-century ba lle t is to ta lk  about the waltz. Teliakovskii, the last director o f the 

Im peria l Theatre, insisted to the ba lle t composers that they should include plenty 

o f waltzes in  the ir works i f  they desired success.20 Tchaikovsky, on whose 

works I  w ill focus here, drew  upon many dance rhythm s in  his ballets: from  the 

distinguished h istory o f French classical dance he took the m inuet, gavotte, and 

farandole; his ow n Russian heritage afforded h im  a colorfu l source; he turned to 

exotic lands fo r the bolero and the tarantella; and his own im agination, fueled 

lite ra lly  and fig u ra tive ly  by tea and coffee, created the Chinese and Arabian 

dances in  The Nutcracker. O f a ll the social dances strains whose rhythm s can be 

heard in  Tchaikovsky's ballet music, it  is the w altz that dominates and to w hich 

he gave an en tire ly new range o f character. H is firs t waltz dates to 1854, when 

he was fourteen and jus t beginning to compose. He was s till w ritin g  waltzes in  

the last year o f his life , when he composed a suite o f eighteen pieces includ ing a 

Valse a cinqtemps. The w altz held a perennial de ligh t fo r him ; it  was a genre that

he was able to elevate to sym phonic status and to w hich he brought 
a ly rica l in tensity that made it  a cornerstone o f his ballet scores, 
adaptable to moments o f ly rica l intensity, to diversion, or the 
sweeping up a ll the characters in  a General W altz.21

Tchaikovsky's three ballets—tw o o f w hich I  w ill consider here— include more

than tw enty w a ltz  scenes, most o f them consisting o f a chain o f several waltzes,

w ith  quite a few  repeated throughout the in d iv id u a l w ork.

20 Alexandre Benois, Reminiscences of the Russian Ballet, trans. by M ary 
Britnieva (London: Putnam, 1977), p. 226.

21 John W arrack, Tchaikovsky Ballet Music (London: B ritish Broadcasting 
Corp., 1979), p. 13.
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Since the w altz is so closely associated w ith  women, it  is only natural that 

a performance medium, the ballet, w hich is dom inated by women, w ou ld  be fu ll 

o f waltzes. Thus contrast w ith  opera is marked: w ith  so many women and so 

many waltzes, i t  w ou ld be d iffic u lt—if  not impossible— to argue fo r any special 

meaning attached to a particu lar waltz in  relation to a specific female character.

Since the spedalness o f the waltz itse lf has been decreased by its 

prevalence, Tchaikovsky, in  his ballets, alters or distorts the w altz 's musical 

conventions to signal the listener/view er o f the ba lle t to a significant tu rn  of 

events: he sets the w altz themes in  4 /4 , intersperses non-w altz fragments w ith in  

a w altz, or sim ply mutes the waltz's effect—either setting i t  too fast o r rem oving 

the um -pah-pah accompaniment. The m ajority o f Russian critics ho ld that, since 

Tchaikovsky is applying symphonic principles to balle t music, a large-scale 

structure can be assumed in  his ballets. Boris Asafiev characterized 

"sym phonism " as "the continu ity o f the music curren t."22 The coherence o f the 

ba lle t is m aintained as it  goes along by the princip le  o f "through-developm ent"; 

that is to say, the score is continuously responsive to the narrative and to the 

em otional states o f the characters. Zh itom irskii considered Tchaikovsky "the 

most significant reform er in  the history o f ba lle t m usic" because he firs t 

"connected the music w ith  the subject o f the action, w ith  its images, 

development, w ith  the general style o f the piece."23 This seems to me the salient 

feature o f Tchaikovsky's ballet music, and I w ill demonstrate how  this 

connectedness o f the m usic w ith  the subject o f the action is revealed in  the 

composer's m anipulation o f the waltz idiom .

22 Quoted in  W iley, Tchaikovsky's Ballets, p. 64.

23 Daniel Zh itom irskii, Balety Chaikovskogo (Moscow: M uzgiz, 1957), p. 28 
(translation by A hu Oztvirkmen).
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The w altz itse lf is extraord ina rily versatile, enabling it  to adapt to 

d iffe ren t forms and d iffe ren t m edia w itho u t sacrificing its character and meaning 

as w altz. W ith  a ll that fle x ib ility , however, the w altz, more than anyth ing else, is 

a m etric genre: we recognize it  by its 3 /4  meter expressed in  the 

accompaniment. This is crucia l: w ith  a change in  the meter o f a m elody— a sh ift 

from  3 /4  to 4 /4 , for instance— a ll sense o f waltzness is lost, and the social, 

musical, and emotional connotations the w altz o rd ina rily  carries are erased. It is 

the 3 /4  meter of the w altz tha t lends it  its specific pow er to communicate 

meaning. But once heard in  a w altz, a theme can be transmuted, appearing later 

in  another meter, w hile  recalling its o rig ina l significance. Tchaikovsky does just 

that, using the m odification o f a w a ltz  theme—heard firs t in  3 /4  and associated 

w ith  certain feelings or w ith  a particu la r character—in to  4 /4  in  order to a lert the 

listener to a tu rn  in  the p lo t or sh ift in  the character's attitude or mood. I t  is the 

m usical change that prepares the audience fo r a dram atic and em otional change.

Two examples from  Tchaikovsky's firs t ballet, Swan Lake, ap tly  illustra te  

this effect. The firs t o f these occurs early in  the ballet, w hich opens w ith  one of 

the most famous o f Tchaikovsky's waltzes. We are at the b irthday celebration o f 

Prince Siegfried, who is enterta in ing him self by d rin k ing  w ith  his friends w hile  

the peasants, men and wom en alike, participate in  the celebration by dancing. 

Here, the entire corps de ba lle t waltzes. The themes o f joy, freedom, and carefree 

existence, o f w hich this w a ltz  is so expressive w ith  its jum ping peasants and 

d rin k in g  guests, are fundam ental to our understanding o f the narrative. 

F rivo lity  and h igh spirits w ill shortly  be replaced by seriousness and h ig h  drama, 

even tragedy, and the listener m ust fu lly  grasp the s p irit o f the ba lle t's opening 

in  order to appreciate its loss.

Suddenly, the w ild  entertainm ent is in terrupted by the a rriva l o f the 

Queen, the Prince's m other, w ho has come to order her son to p u t an end to his
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gay and irresponsible life: he m ust choose a w ife  at the ba ll that w ill be held for 

this express purpose on the fo llo w in g  day. N o t on ly does the Queen quite 

lite ra lly  in te rru p t the entertainm ent by te lling Siegfried that he must choose a 

w ife and m arry, she interrupts his pleasant w ay o f life . A nd her arrival puts an 

end to the joyous emotions o f the opening o f the ba lle t as surely and abruptly as 

it  stops the w altz.

But we have not quite heard the end o f this waltz. In  A ct II, Siegfried 

encounters Odette, a princess w ho wras turned in to  a swan by a curse. She and 

her maidens, likew ise under a spell, can keep the ir hum an fo rm  only du ring  the 

evening. She explains to the Prince that it  w ill require a man w iro is fu lly  and 

deeply com m itted to her, w'ho promises to love her and, more to the point, keeps 

his promises, to break the spell. Siegfried, altogether sm itten, gives his w ord to 

her: he is tha t man, and he w ill save her and her maidens. We should not be 

entirely surprised that here, in  the refrain o f Odette's introduction, we hear a 

correspondence w ith  the theme o f the peasants' w a ltz  (see Example 3 / 4a, 4b).

Example 3/4: Tchaikovsky, Swan Lake.

a) Peasants' waltz, Act I.

J., cb. 8vb ^
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b) Odette's introduction. Act II.
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Iu rii S lonim skii, in  his Swan Lake, notes this recurrence and points out its 

connection to the narrative, explaining:

On the one hand the [peasant7s] waltz characterizes the life  o f the 
hero, fu ll o f carefree diversions... . And i t  is not accidental in  the 
firs t dialogue o f Odette and Siegfried to hear m elodic turns o f the 
w altz expounded anew. W ould the composer have sought a 
connection o f something which, it  w ou ld  seem, is not related? 
A lready in  the waltz the composer prepared Siegfried's break w ith  
the cou rtly  circle and the meeting w ith  Odette 24

Roland W iley, in  contrast, has strong doubts about this explanation. He 

writes, in  his comprehensive study, Tchaikovsky's Ballets, that he does not believe 

that the attem pt to connect the related situations in  the story "by means o f a 

shared musical idea produces convincing results":

24 Iu r ii S lonim skii, "Lebedinoe ozero" P. Chaikovskogo (Leningrad: Gos.
muzykal, 1962), pp. 16-17 (translation by A hu O zturkm en).
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The distinction, between dance and narrative in ferred thus from  the 
libre tto has im portan t choreographic and m usical consequences. 
N arrative and dance in  Swan Lake are comparable to recitative and 
aria in  Metastasian opera, where action progresses in  recitative and 
gives way to reflection in  the aria. Dances are the arias o f Swan 
Lake—moments o f choreographic reflection or the elaboration o f a 
thought, related to the narrative bu t during  w h ich  the story ceases 
to move forw ard. Slonim sky, arguing fo r a connection between the 
peasants' w altz and Odette's narration, takes no account o f the fact 
that the firs t is a dance and the second an action scene. Because a 
dance is invo lved, his conclusion, w hich proceeds from  the 
hypothesis that a ll the music o f Swan Lake is relevant to the 
narrative, is weakened i f  not inva lidated by the lib re tto ...25

These conflicting points o f view  are w o rth  elaboration; and I  have

reservations w ith  both critics ' interpretations. W iley's argum ent—that

Slonim skii's assumption o f a connection, w ith  inherent dram atic meaning,

between the firs t w a ltz  and Odette's recitative is, in  effect, a com parison o f

apples and oranges— rests on his recognition o f a du a lity  between a dance called

fo r by the p lo t and a dance that advances the p lo t and reveals the c h a r a c t e r .2 6

The peasants' dance, however, is not m erely a divertissem ent, it  has, as I

explained earlier, at least as im portant a role in  establishing mood, character, and

narrative theme. I t  can, therefore, usefully be understood to have a m eaningful

connection to Odette's recitative and to the p lo t development.

A lthough I  am in  accord w ith  S lonim skii w ith  respect to the presence and

meaning o f this connection, I  believe there is a basic fallacy in  the development

o f his interpretation. S lonim skii argues that the w a ltz  prepares fo r Siegfried's

break w ith  his society and fo r his meeting w ith  Odette. W hile this may, indeed,

25 Tchaikovsky's Ballets, p. 64.

26 W iley's categories o f "dance" and "action" correspond to Edward Cone's 
categories o f "rea listic" and "a rtis tic " (See Cone's The Composer's Voice, pp. 140- 
143). However, the d is tinction  is not m eaningful, especially in  ballet, where a 
dance in  a ballroom  scene o r a celebration is often o f special dram atic 
significance.
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be the composer's in tention , on firs t hearing the w a ltz  and being introduced to 

the m usical and narrative themes the listener cannot possibly perceive a 

connection tha t is yet to be made. The w altz theme has no anticipatory effect, i t  

w ou ld  be perceived as fust a joyous w altz fo r its ow n sake. Ballet, after all, is 

perform ed; i t  unfo lds in  time, and part o f its  ho ld  on the audience lies in  the 

im m ediacy o f the ir em otional response— precisely in  the ir not being able to 

anticipate the developments in  the p lo t. O n ly when we hear Odette's recitative 

are we in  a pos ition  to recognize the theme: now , in  retrospect, we m entally 

re v is it this theme and re interpret i t  as a foreshadowing o f the events that fo llow  

and as an establishing m otive fo r the narrative. To the extent that genre can— 

and should— be understood rhetorically, and tha t its effect upon the audience is 

sign ificant to the in terpreta tion o f an example o f that genre, any in terpretation 

that ignores the listener's perspective is incomplete.

The significance o f this issue lies no t in  the fact o f the recurrence o f the 

peasant's w a ltz  theme, b u t in  the nature o f its d is to rtion  in  Odette's recitative. 

The key and the mode o f the la tte r are d iffe rent, and the melody occurs at a 

d iffe ren t scale step. B ut these are com paratively m inor alterations to the w altz 

theme: the dram atic (in  every sense o f the w ord) d is to rtion  is the change o f meter 

to 4 /4 — and th is is no t accidental at all. As I  understand its im plications, the joy 

and the happiness created and conveyed by the firs t w altz, and by the very fact 

o f a b irthday celebration, are gone, banished by the Queen. In  their place we and 

Siegfried have on ly a happy memory. B ut where the Queen's insistence that her 

son choose a w ife  and m arry puts an end to his m erry lifestyle, his meeting w ith  

Odette— though his love fo r her recalls his earlier joy— w ill eventually pu t an 

end to his life . In  effect, Odette's recitative rem inds the listener of the w altz, bu t 

w altz ing days are over.
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The other instance o f a 3 /4  to 4 /4  sh ift occurs in  Act HI, significantly in  

the ba ll scene, anticipated in  the p lo t o f A ct I, b u t altered in  its meaning and 

course by the events o f A ct II. The p lo t line  o f the th ird  act is im pelled by 

deception, decision, and, u ltim ately, revelation. A t the ball, six eligible 

princesses are inv ite d  to dance—in  fact, to w altz—so that Siegfried can make his 

choice (see Example 3 /5 ). Siegfried, already in  love w ith  Odette, is unimpressed 

by and unattracted to any of the prospective fiancees. But before the n ight is 

over, his disinterest turns to rapture: Rothbart, the magician who cursed Odette, 

enters w ith  O dile, the black swan, whose resemblance to Odette is so pow erfu l 

that Siegfried is u tte rly  deceived. He believes this is his beloved.

Example 3/5: Tchaikovsky, Swan Lake, The waltz of the prospective fiancees Act HI.
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W hen the m agician and his accomplice enter the ball room, we hear the 

4 /4  version o f the fiancees' w altz theme, now  associated w ith  O dile. Her 

treachery is foreshadowed here, on her firs t appearance, by the opening music,
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w ith  its m odification o f the w altz in to  4/4 . S ignificantly, the listener is alerted to 

her deception by the d is to rtion  o f the waltz: O dile 's outw ard appearance makes 

her a tw in  to Odette, b u t her true nature is a d is to rtion  o f Odette's goodness. 

Siegfried, on the other hand, is fu lly  deceived. I t  is as though he hears only the 

w a ltz  theme, w ith  its connotations o f love and joy, and not the change in  its 

m eter and meaning (see Example 3 /6 ).

Example 3/6 : Tchaikovsky, Suxin
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Follow ing a divertissem ent at the ball, S iegfried announces to the 

assembled company that he has chosen his fu tu re  w ife: he w ill m arry 

O dile /O dette. He invites her to dance w ith  h im , and both his declaration and 

his inv ita tion  are set, again, to the 4 /4  version o f the fiancees' w altz (see Example 

3 /7 ). I t  is significant tha t both cruxes o f A ct IH are m arked by this version. Two 

moments of tru th , tw o  deceptions: Odile deceives, Siegfried is deceived; she 

presents an opportun ity  fo r the w rong decision, and Siegfried makes it.
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Example 3/7: Tchaikovsky, Swan Lake, Dance of Siegfried and Odile, Act III.
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It is im portant to note that, u n til O dile 's entrance, the audience and 

Siegfried are o f one m ind, so to speak: he knows w hat we know . From this 

po in t on, however, we have knowledge to w hich he is not p rivy : that th is is not 

Odette and that, in  declaring his intention to m arry Odile, he has broken his 

w ord to Odette and sealed both the ir fates. Even had the gestural language and 

accouterments o f the ba lle t no t made clear the importance o f his decisions and 

the difference between his awareness and ours, the music w ou ld  be sufficient. 

There is no new theme introduced to d istinguish the interaction o f S iegfried and 

O dile. She enters to the distorted w altz theme, he courts her w ith  tha t same 

distortion. But by the tim e they dance to the orig inal, undistorted version, we 

know  that everything has, in  fact, tragically changed.

Reference to and d isto rtion  o f a previously-heard w a ltz  is jus t one of 

Tchaikovsky's m anipu la tion o f the genre. Another, more elaborated type of 

m anipulation is exem plified in  the A ct I I  love duet o f Odette and Siegfried. As 

he declares his devotion, prom ising to love her forever and thus break the spell, 

the duet starts w ith  a slow  6 /8  theme played by the v io lin  (see Example 3 /8 )
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Example 3/8: Tchaikovsky, Swan Lake, Love Duet, Act n.
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The ly rica l m elody is in terrupted by a quicker section marked by 16th notes, 

where a ll the swans jo in  in  the dance (see Example 3 /9 ).

Example 3/9: Love Duet, Act II.
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This is fo llow ed by a 6 /8  section—faster than the firs t theme b u t slower than the 

second—w hich now fu lly  establishes a ll the characteristics o f the w altz. Whereas 

in  the firs t 6 /8  section the accompaniment emphasizes the duple d iv is ion  o f the 

measure, now  we hear the accompaniment emphasizing the trip le  d iv is ion  o f 

each beat o f the 6 /8  measure by means o f um-pah-pah (see Example 3/10).

Example 3/10: Love Duet, Act II.

s o lo  v ln .  hgt 
_4__   3EX

Moreover, the flin g  in  the w altz melody is very noticeable, and in  Petipa's 

choreography, these flings serve as impetus fo r Siegfried's sw inging lifts  o f 

Odette, a d istinctly w a ltz-like  effect. However, this w altzing is tw ice in terrupted 

by the quicker 16th-note section. Follow ing the second in te rrup tion , the opening 

v io lin  theme, w ith  its slow  tempo and unw altz-like accompaniment, returns to 

form  a duet between v io lin  and cello. The whole episode eventually resolves 

in to  a 2 /4  allegro theme that brings the duet o f Siegfried and O dette to an end.
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As she dances, Odette's joy is abundantly evident: happiness and her 

eventual liberation from  the curse w ould seem to be as close at hand as Siegfried 

him self. That the two dance a duet, and that it  is a w a ltz, appears to confirm  her 

optim ism . However, the frequent in te rrup tion  o f the ly rica l w altz theme by the 

quicker, detached 16th-note texture im plies an in te rru p tion  o f her joy. The m usic 

o f the duet is no t seamless, and we have intim ations tha t her hopes w ill s im ila rly  

be broken. M oreover, the entire duet promotes a series o f chrom atic 

m odulations. Starting in  E -flat m inor, it  modulates, du ring  the course o f the 

16th-note section, to E major, a key very distant from  the orig inal. The ensuing 

w altz-like section, w ith  its flings, then sets o ff a series o f m odulations to F-sharp 

m inor, B -flat major, and D -fla t major. A lthough the firs t and the last sections o f 

the duet are both in  the key o f E-flat m inor, the distance traveled from  key to key 

during the duet suggests alarm, a sudden sh ift o f fortune, and a w arn ing o f 

tragedy to come.

As a means o f m arking a significant or anticipatory tu rn  in  the narrative, 

Tchaikovsky also applies these twists to the m usical characteristics o f the w a ltz  

in  Sleeping Beauty, notably in  Aurora's dance at her b irthday party. Aurora, as 

the audience w ou ld have known w ell from  the o rig ina l fa iry  tale, had been 

cursed on the day of her christening by the w icked fa iry , Carabosse: she is fated 

to p rick  her finger on a spindle one day and die. The L ilac Fairy has intervened, 

however, transform ing and m uting the curse from  death to a long sleep, from  

w hich Aurora w ill be awakened after a hundred years by the kiss o f a young 

Prince. Understandably, spindles were thereafter s tric tly  forbidden in  the palace. 

The events o f the ballet are set in  m otion when, on Aurora 's b irthday, an o ld  

woman offers her a spindle wound w ith  colored thread. She carelessly accepts 

the g ift and begins to dance.
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A lthough her dance starts in  2 /4 , it  soon changes to 3 /4 . As A urora 

begins to spin w ith  joy, holding the spindle w ith  its  bouquet o f colored threads, 

the m usic turns in to  a w altz whose theme derives from  the beginning 2 /4  section 

(see Example 3/11).

Example 3/11: Tchaikovsky, Sleeping Beauty, Aurora's dance. Act II

355

fi£
*

*r i "

V V w d s .

m f f i : a a

359

l£

J

As the spinning o f her movements and the spinn ing nature o f the w a ltz  coincide, 

the im pression is one o f visual and aural endlessness, as though both w ou ld  

continue, effortlessly, forever. However, the second sub-phrase o f the w a ltz  

theme no longer promotes a sensation o f sp inning, b u t o f being stuck in  place. 

The m usic is lite ra lly  so, fo r a 6-bar passage d u rin g  w hich the same fragm ent is 

repeated, the hiccuping effect o f the chain o f syncopations and the absence o f an 

um -pah-pah m aking it  sound like  a broken record (see Example 12).
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Example 3/12: Sleeping Beauty, Aurora's waltz, Act [I.

409 vl.-is. a - P--(*-• ML

vd.. cb.

414
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Aurora, paying no attention to the in te rru p tion  o f the music's spinning nature, 

its waltzness, keeps dancing and turn ing. Eventually, at m. 425, the w altz is 

restated. However, at m. 435, the m usic becomes stuck in  place once more. This 

time, Aurora has pricked her finger. D uring the 8-bar passage she spins faster 

and faster in  place, fin a lly  collapsing to the ground at the fina l fortissim o (see 

Example 3/13).

W ith  Aurora's dance, Tchaikovsky once more, pow erfu lly , reveals the 

jo y fu l and happy meaning o f the w a ltz  fo r him : being aware o f Aurora 's fate, he 

is u n w illin g  to set her a w altz, a feeling w hich he expresses w ith  a 2 /4  opening to 

the dance. Aurora, however, a jo y fu l b irthday g ir l who w hirls even w ith  the 

two-beat music, pushes the composer to provide one. H er waltz, however, does 

not last long. A lthough Tchaikovsky, at measures 419 through 424, warns her 

w hat is to come, she, overwhelm ed w ith  joy and happiness resists to stop u n til 

she fin a lly  collapses.
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Example 3/13: Sleeping Beauty, Aurora's Waltz, Act H.
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In  this chapter, natura lly, I  lim ited  m yself to Tchaikovsky's perception o f 

the w altz and his technique o f m anipu la tion in  the story ballets. But 

Tchaikovsky d id  not lim it him self w ith  his narrative w orks; he s k illfu lly  

employed this technique to express his ow n story in  his later works, as I  w ill 

demonstrate in  the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 4 
Liberation from the Steps: The concert waltzes

In  chapter 2, I  established the essential choreographic movements that 

constitute the w altz as a dance and discussed the reflection o f these features in  

the m usic composed fo r dancing. The w altzing couple, fo r example, form s a 

sm all six-step circle; repetitions o f this sm all circle fo rm  a large circle around the 

ballroom . Thus, a "good" w altz should demonstrate this c ircu la rity  on both 

sm all and large scales, so as to guide the dancers and m otivate the dance.

I  have also repeatedly emphasized the im portance o f understanding the 

w a ltz  as m usic in  the context o f the dance; indeed, one cannot be abstracted from  

the other. W hat, then, does this mean fo r the composer w ho w rites a w a ltz  not 

fo r dancing? A fte r a ll, tha t composer has no responsib ility to dancers and no 

ob ligation to consider w hether the m usic is too fast fo r dancing or w hether each 

two-measure grouping corresponds to the sequence o f w a ltz  steps. A nd  many 

such composers do, indeed, free themselves from  the requirements o f the dance 

by choosing fast tempi, a lternating the typical w altz accompaniment w ith  

contrapuntal textures, or placing silent measures in  a piece. But however free 

they may be from  the dictates o f the dance, composers o f concert waltzes s till 

should be— as most are—aware that they are w ritin g  w ith in  a dance genre.

W hat we find  in  these compositions, in  fact, is no t necessarily the 

e lim ination  o f characteristic w a ltz  features, bu t the ir refinem ent: C hopin, fo r 

instance, w rites a one-bar "2-against-3" and continues it  fo r 32 measures, w hile  

Brahms perm its simple repe tition  to give way to developing variations. The 

libera tion  o f these composers from  the physical constraints o f the dance and
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dancers s im ila rly  liberates the ir im agination, a llow ing them to emphasize certain 

characteristics o f the w a ltz  idea and to elaborate on i t  w ith  great sophistication.

I t  is no easy m atter to choose composers and compositions fo r a chapter 

on instrum ental waltzes o f the 19th century. The sheer quantity is daunting: 

almost a ll 19th-century composers wrote some waltzes, and a number o f them 

wTote many. These waltzes appear in  several forms: as movements o f

symphonies (such as those by Tchaikovsky, and Berlioz), as a number in  

character pieces (Schumann's Papillons, Carnaval and Albumblatter, fo r example), 

o r as a volum e o f waltzes fo r piano (Schubert's, Chopin's and Brahms's come to 

m ind).

A t the same tim e, one o f the most prom inent changes o f the 19th century 

was the rap id  grow th o f m usic-making centered on the piano in  the middle-class 

home. Indeed, the p ianistic revo lu tion played as great a part in  salons as in  the 

pub lic concert ha ll, encouraging the development o f short compositions, such as 

dance pieces and character pieces. I  have therefore chosen to scrutinize wraltzes 

by tw o o f the greatest pianists o f the century: Chopin, who was very fam ilia r 

w ith  the Viennese ballroom  waltzes and who, in  fact, strongly disliked them (see 

below7); and Brahms, who, in  contrast, was a true adm irer o f tw o native Viennese 

composers, Schubert and Strauss, Jr.

Tchaikovsky, the th ird  composer I  w ill consider, offers us a d iffe rent 

perspective. Am ong 19th-century orchestral waltzes, Tchaikovsky's occupy a 

special place. In  add ition  to his famous ba lle t waltzes, Tchaikovsky employed 

the genre three times in  his symphonies. Here, I  w ill concentrate particularly on 

the second movement o f his Symphony No. 6, the Pathetique. This movement, 

w ith  its 5 /4  meter, no t only exemplifies a qualita tive m etrical change to the 

dance, bu t also, as I  read it, gives us insigh t in to  the meaning o f the w altz fo r 

Tchaikovsky.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



101

CHOPIN

We have tw o first-person accounts o f Chopin's attitude tow ard the 

Viennese w altz and tw o o f its composers, Lanner and Strauss, Sr. The first, a 

le tte r w ritte n  to his fam ily  from  Vienna on the Wednesday before Christmas 

1830, describes the "hote l evenings," one o f the m ost popular pleasures o f m id- 

19th-century Vienna: "D uring  supper Strauss or Lanner p lay waltzes... A fte r 

every w a ltz they get huge applause; and if  they p lay a Q uodlibet, or jum ble of 

opera, song and dance, the hearers are so overjoyed that they do n 't know  what 

to do w ith  themselves. I t  shows the corrupt taste o f the Viennese public." 1

A  little  less than a month later, on 26 January 1831, Chopin wrote to 

Joseph Eisner, again deploring the w altz craze in  Vienna: "Here, waltzes are 

called works! A nd Strauss and Lanner, who play them  fo r dancing, are called 

Kapellmeistern." He adds, "This does not mean tha t everyone thinks like  that; 

indeed, nearly everyone laughs about it; bu t only waltzes get p r i n t e d ."  2

Chopin's open contempt d id  not, however, constrain h im  from  composing 

waltzes o f his own. In  fact, he wrote and published 14 waltzes, some—includ ing 

Op. 18 and pa rt of Op. 64—during that same v is it to Vienna. In  Chopin's 

waltzes, we see obvious alterations to several essential features o f the Viennese 

w altz. The firs t and most obvious o f these are the tempi o f his waltzes; and in  

fact, the very abundance o f tempo indications w ith in  a single piece— accelerando, 

sostenuto, piu mosso, and pin lento— is jus t one sign o f the extent to w hich Chopin

1 H enryk Opienski, Chopin's Letters, trans. by  E. L. Voynich, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Vienna House, 1971), p. 129.

2 Ib id ., p. 137.
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has shaken o ff the requirements o f dancers. Even m ore strik ing , we fin d  that 

on ly one o f his waltzes, Op. 69, no. 1, in  the autograph version, is m arked as 

Tempo di Valse. A p a rt from  a couple o f waltzes in  Tempo giusto and Moderato, a ll 

o f Chopin's other waltzes are either too fast—vivace, even tnolto vivace—  or too 

slow —  lento—fo r dancing. We occasionally see another alteration in  the libe rty  

C hopin takes w ith  the typ ica l accompaniment figure, in te rrup ting  it  or placing 

com pletely silent measures in  the pieces.

The absence o f certain established characteristics o f the w altz— the 

constant um -pah-pah o r steady tempo—is not, however, especially m eaningful 

to m y discussion. Rather, a fu ll appreciation o f Chopin's waltzes as the 

developm ent and refinem ent o f the w altz tra d ition  depends on som ething far 

more sophisticated: Chopin's elaboration o f the true essence o f the w altz—its 

intoxicating, repetitive circu larity.

The refinem ent and elaboration o f the w altz idea in  Chopin's waltzes 

reveal themselves on tw o levels: on the large scale, w hich concerns the form , and 

on the small w hich I  iden tify  w ith  w hat I call m o tiv ic  c ircu la rity.

The form al aspects o f Chopin's waltzes have received considerable 

attention from  scholars. For Mosco Camer, they are either in  ternary form , 

rounded o ff by a coda, or, as in  the Viennese dance waltzes, a string o f different 

waltzes.3 Jim Samson called them "a parade o f contrasting tunes, alternating 

ly rica l and figu ra tive  types."4 Paul Ham burger identifies the organization o f 

Chopin's waltzes as "po tpo u rri," a series o f fragm entary waltzes. 3 O n the other

3 Mosco Camer, The Waltz (New York: Chanticleer, 1948), p. 60.

4 Jim Samson, The Music of Chopin (London: Routledge, 1985), p. 123.

3 Paul Ham burger, "M azurkas, Waltzes, Polonaises" in  Chopin Companion, ed. 
by A lan  W alker (N ew  York: W. W. Norton, 1973), p. 87.
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hand Schenker, in  his remarks on Chopin's Op. 34, No. 1, rejects the idea o f the 

fragm entary w altz. He claims that "C hopin actually combines three short 

waltzes in to  a h igher un ity  by means o f an arpeggiation. W hat appears to be a 

loose assemblage in  the manner o f a po tpo u rri reveals itself, when correctly 

understood, to be a tig h tly  organized w hole." 6

C hopin seems to have borrowed the m ain idea fo r the form al fram ework 

o f his wraltzes from  the Viennese dance waltzes, the m ajority o f w hich consist of 

a series o f waltzes framed w ith  an in troduction—however b rie f—and a coda. 

Some very short waltzes, w ith  no in troduction  and coda— such as Op. 69, nos. 1 

and 2, w ith  the ir ternary form  —are alm ost like  a single w altz o f a series.

In  a typ ica l Viennese chain o f waltzes, no single section w ith in  each waltz 

is presented in  its entirety less than tw o times ( if  one allows fo r the repeat signs 

in  the score). The overall form  is as follow s:

In tro , ABBA CDDC EFFE GHHGIJJI, coda 

Sometimes, the firs t section o f each w altz— A, C, E, G, and I  in  the example 

above— is repeated im m ediately, m aking the pattern AABBA, CCDDC, EEFFE, 

and so fo rth . The form  o f these waltzes very obviously reflects the repetitive and 

circu la r characteristics o f the dance.

But in  Viennese chain-waltzes, form al repetition and c ircu la rity  are 

specifically sectional. For instance, in  On the Beautiful Blue Danube, once the firs t 

w a ltz  ends, neither o f the two themes o f th is w a ltz is heard again u n til the coda, 

where the fragments o f a ll the waltzes appear; i t  is instead fo llow ed by the 

second w altz w h ich  offers a d iffe ren t set o f themes in  ternary form . In  other 

words, there is no continuation o f form al c ircu la rity .

6 H e in rich  Schenker, The Mastenuorks in Music: A  Yearbook, vo l 2, trans. by 
W illia m  D rabkin  (Cambridge: Cambridge U n ivers ity  Press, 1994), p. 7.
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Chopin, on the other hand, by em ploying a form  that strongly resembles 

the classical rondo in  some of his waltzes, clearly emphasizes the idea o f 

circularity and repetition o f the w altz. In  the rondo form , as the term  "ro ndo "—  

coming around—signifies, the same section or theme, the refrain, is heard many 

times during the course o f the entire piece.7 In  his Op. 42— the clearest example 

o f this—Chopin fo llow s the 8-bar in troduction w ith  th irteen sections o f 

statements and restatements o f five  d istinct themes. The ou tline o f the Op. 42 

reads as follows:

A B C B D
9-40 41-56 57-72 73-88 89-104

B E B A B
105-20, 121-64 165-80 181-212 213-28

D B' A ’
229-60 261-276 277

The resemblance to the rondo is very striking. First, the exact recurrence 

o f certain m aterial (See Example 4 /1 ), alternating throughout the piece w ith  new 

material, fo llow s the basic refrain-episode structure of the rondo. Second, like  a 

ring, the rondo describes a complete circle: i t  concludes by re turn ing to its 

starting point. But C hopin also m odifies the classical rondo: he alters the 

position o f the refrain, circu la ting no t the firs t theme, bu t the second. W hile this 

preserves the rondo's emphasis on repetition, it  requires an additional

7 In  fact one o f the explanations o f the o rig in  o f the rondo is tha t i t  was firs t a 
dance, the m usic to w h ich  was sung w hile  the performers danced in  a circle. See 
Stewart Macpherson, Form in Music (London: Joseph W illiam s, 1930), p. 107; 
Wallace Berry, Form in Music, 2nd ed. (Englewood C liffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 
1986), p. 169.
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m odification w ith, respect to the end. The classical rondo both begins and ends 

w ith  the re fra in ; had Chopin ended his piece w ith  the refrain, w hich is the 

second theme, he w ou ld  have made a qualitative change to the rondo's structure 

and betrayed its  circu lar characteristic. Instead, he carefully brings back the 

opening theme in  the last thirteen measures and m eticulously closes the circle. 

Example 4/1: Chopin, Op. 42, mm. 41-56.

41r.J Lli , l  T  -i ■ :- - - - * r — r - — i = ^ - b- L Z ~
!

*  *  ,  j  « - .  t - f - J

—r——■ ■ —r ■ - i
*  A

Chopin's treatm ent o f the rondo in  Op. 42 has an interesting precedent in  

Weber's Aufforderung zum Tanz: Rondo Brillant, composed sixteen years earlier. I t  

is w orth  a sm all digression here to examine the special place this piece occupied 

in  the h istory o f the w altz. Weber's Invitation to the Dance— to use the popular 

English title—is the firs t know n w altz composed exclusively fo r concerts, fo r 

listening only; and its dimensions are new: at more than 400 measures, i t  exceeds
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in  length the longest o f Chopin's waltzes. I t  is innovative, too, in  its large-scale 

in troduction  and its synthesizing coda, both o f w h ich  exerted a particu la r 

influence on the symphonic in troductions o f Johann Strauss.

W hat makes the piece especially interesting, however, is that i t  is a concert 

w a ltz  w ith  a program. According to annotations contained in  the dedication 

copy that Weber gave to his bride, the in troduction  illustrates a dancer 

approaching a lady w ith  the in ten tion  o f leading her o ff to dance.8 A fte r the lady 

has flirte d  w ith  h im  a little , she consents to his advances, and the chain o f 

waltzes commences. Weber's w ritte n  program  fo r the rest o f the piece spells ou t 

w hat the com position is: a chain o f ba llroom  waltzes. The listener, fo r w hom  the 

waltzes are composed, is encouraged by the composer's notes to im agine the 

couple dancing. This dual function—w altz as both dance and m usic composed 

fo r listen ing—is reflected in  the fo rm  o f the piece as w ell. A nd this is w hat 

makes Invitation to the Dance pa rticu la rly  pertinent to m y discussion here.

Weber alters the classical rondo fo rm  by com bining it  w ith  the form  o f the 

early Viennese ballroom  waltzes—sm all waltzes w ith  no form al connection—and 

thus fo llow s no previously existing scheme. In  a ll, there are eight distinct, b rie f 

waltzes, one o f which, the firs t, serves as a re fra in  du rin g  the piece. I t  is en tire ly 

possible that Chopin had Weber's com position in  m ind  when w ritin g  Op. 42. In  

fact, yet another m odification to the rondo fo rm  was introduced by Weber and 

entire ly adopted by Chopin: a m od ifica tion  in  key scheme aimed at better 

expressing the w altz idea. In  the classical rondo, the re fra in  is always in  the tonic 

key, w h ile  the episodes are norm ally in  non-tonic keys. From this tonal contrast 

between the re fra in  and the episodes the fo rm  receives its  energy and m aintains

8 S ilva in Guignard, Frederic Chopins Walzer, Sammlung 
m usikwissenschaftlicher Abhandlungert, 70 (Baden Baden: Valentin Koemer, 
1986), p. 27, translation by C arl Skoggard.
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its balance. As Charles Rosen points out, "M ateria l presented outside the tonic 

m ust have created...a feeling o f instab ility  w hich demanded to be resolved."9 

The resolution o f this ins ta b ility  is achieved by the several restatements o f the 

re fra in  in  the tonic key throughout compositions. In  Weber's piece, however, the 

contrast between episodes and the re fra in  is softened: on ly 58 measures out o f 

418 are in  non-tonic keys. Seven o f the eight waltzes, inc lud ing  the refrain, are 

presented in  D  major, the m ain key o f the piece. Chopin takes this even further: 

in  his Op. 42, there is no key other than A -fla t m ajor throughout the re fra in  and 

a ll the episodes. Chopin provides us w ith  no contrast, no instab ility , and no 

resolution; instead there is constant repetition that promotes continual c irc ling 

u n til the very end.

C hopin elaborates the idea o f c ircu la rity  at the m otiv ic level as w ell. As I  

have remarked before, the w altz is, more than anything else, a m etric genre. The 

established 3 /4  meter is crucia l fo r the dancer, as it  is fo r the listeners' perception 

o f the w altz. Paradoxically, by m anipulating the established 3 /4  meter o f the 

w altz, C hopin magnifies the repetitive and circular character o f the dance. This 

phenomenon is one o f the most s trik ing  features o f the C hopin waltzes: the 

repetition o f the 8th-note motives in  a circu lar manner creates cross-rhythm  in  

w h ich  the pattern-beginning accent contradicts the regular pattern o f accents in  

the p r e v a i l i n g  meter.

I  demonstrated this phenomenon b rie fly  in  m y discussion in  Chapter 2 of 

the Minute Waltz, in  w hich C hopin combines the m elodic w ind ing-up  w ith  a 

hem iola in  order to create a sense o f acceleration. H is Op. 34, no. 3, the F major 

w altz, offers us another good example o f cross-rhythm. Here, a 16-measure

9 Charles Rosen, The Classical Style, 2nd ed. (New York: W .W . N orton, 1997), 
pp. 72-73. See also Cone, Musical Form and Performance, p. 77.
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in troduction  is d iv ided  in to  tw o sections: the firs t 8 measures establish the 

dom inant harm ony w ith  repeated dom inant seventh chords; the second 8- 

measure section, w hich consists only o f the rig h t hand w ith  8th-notes, has a 

ris ing register and crescendo, g iv ing  it  the function o f a "w in d  up" section (see 

Example 4 /2).

Example 4/2: Chopin, Op. 34, no. 3, mm. 9-23.

i!V ^

The cross-rhythms in  this section can be perceived in  at least two ways: if  

we consider the firs t three notes as the m ain m otive— a double neighbor-note 

figure— the rem ainder o f the w ind-up section sounds in  6 /8  (see Example 4 /3a). 

But this ro tating and ascending double neighbor-note m otive m ight also be 

perceived as a series o f "free floa ting" ascending th irds (See Example 4 / 3b).
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Example 4/3: Chopin, Op. 34, no. 3, ascending thirds, mm. 9-10. 

a)

When, at measure 17, the w ind ing-up ends and the w altz proper starts, 

C hopin reverses thirds and descends. This tim e, however, the thirds are 

m etrica lly structured. By means o f the ad d ition  o f a skip at the end o f the 

descending thirds, Chopin extends them to fo u r 8th-note figures, creating a 

hem iola that, excluding the cadential measures, lasts fo r the entire 32-measure 

section (see Example 4/4).

Example 4/4: Chopin, Op. 34, no. 3, descending thirds, mm. 17-19.

1 7  f t  -------------'— • ~

l

Another k ind o f m etric freedom is evident in  Op. 42, where the firs t note 

o f each group o f three 8th-notes, the tw o highest notes in  each measure, divides 

the m elody in to  two beats, creating sim ultaneous duple and trip le  meters 

between tw o hands (see Example 4 /5 ). C hopin is a master o f m etric disposition 

between tw o hands; it  is hard ly surprising tha t his waltzes are no exception to 

his s k illfu l practice.10

10 In  his etudes, Op. 25 /2  and the F-m inor opus posthumous present a few  
examples.
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Example 4/5: Chopin, Op. 42, mm. 9-10.

leggier:

*5

T H  t  r  1 L"f

t  t

BRAHMS

N otw ithstand ing his disdain fo r the archetypal Viennese ballroom  waltz, 

C hopin adapted its form — the chain o f waltzes w ith  an in trodu ction  and coda—  

and refined it  by elaborating on its essence. Brahms, on the other hand, was a 

great adm irer o f Strauss, bu t though his w altz cycles adopt the Schubertian style, 

a series o f sm all, in d iv id u a l waltzes w itho u t in troduction  o r coda. Chief among 

these compositions are three sets o f waltzes: Waltzes, op. 39, the Liebeslieder 

Waltzes, Op. 52, and the Neue Liebeslieder Waltzes, Op. 65. A ll the Liebeslieder 

waltzes were o rig ina lly  scored fo r vocal quartet and piano four-hand, settings o f 

sim ple love-songs from  Georg Friedrich D aim ler's Polydora, w ith  the exception o f 

the last song o f Op. 65, the text o f w hich is by Goethe. A lthough  Brahms later 

arranged them fo r four-hand piano on ly (Op. 52a and Op. 65a), their 

com position is inextricab ly associated w ith  a text. A nd  since a fu ll 

understanding o f these waltzes w ould require consideration o f text and music 

equally, they are beyond the scope and purpose o f m y analysis here. I  w ill 

therefore confine m y discussion to Op. 39.

Brahms's Op. 39 is un like the other waltzes I  have examined thus far in  

that several o f the differences between them and the Viennese ba llroom  w altz are 

im m ediately and unm istakably evident. Brahms w rote no t fo r the ballroom , 

w ith  its large orchestra, b u t fo r private salons in  w hich, as I  noted earlier, the
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piano was a standard feature. U nlike the ballroom  waltzes, Op. 39 consists o f a 

series o f short and independent waltzes; there is no introduction, no coda, and 

no bridge section. Moreover, in  most o f these short waltzes Brahms eliminates 

the characteristic w altz accompaniment: he employs the continuous um-pah-pah 

in  on ly five o f the 16 pieces.

As w ith  Chopin, Brahms's e lim ination o f these features does no t in  itself 

constitute the m ajor source o f innovation in  the w ork. I t  is true, however, that 

the lack o f continuous accompaniment w ou ld  have im paired the essential 

"waltzness" o f Op. 39, had Brahms not sim ultaneously heightened and 

elaborated another characteristic and prom inent feature: repetition. M ore to the 

po in t, Brahms, as I w ill demonstrate shortly, does not s im ply use exact 

repetition, as do the Viennese w altz masters fo r the most part, bu t rather 

employs the technique o f developing variation. In  doing so, he not only 

demonstrates loya lty  to the genre and homage to its masters, b u t m odifies the 

characteristic repetition to su it the function o f the piece: one that is to be heard 

w ith o u t dancing. In  other words, Brahms's m odifications and variations o f the 

genre achieve an aesthetic refinem ent that w ou ld  be appreciated by his intended 

audience.

In  Chapter 2 ,1 argued that repetition, a characteristic feature o f music in  

general, is particu la rly  prom inent and significant in  the waltz, bo th  as a dance 

and as music. Brahms's use o f repetition has been a particu la r subject o f 

scholarly analysis. But, curiously, his transform ation o f this characteristic by 

means o f developing varia tion has not been examined w ith  respect to his 

waltzes. Schoenberg, who iden tified  this procedure, analyzed numerous Brahms 

works to c la rify  the technique.11 H is interest was lim ite d  almost exclusively to

11 The concept o f developing varia tion and Schoenberg's analyses o f 
Brahms' works appear in  a num ber o f Schoenberg's w ritings: Style and Idea; see
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the level o f the in d iv id u a l theme, which is form ed by the continuous 

m odification o f the in te rva llic  a n d /o r rhythm ic components o f an in itia l m otive. 

The intervals are created by such procedures as inversion and com bination, the 

rhythm s by such devices as augm entation and displacement. He form ulates the 

technique most characteristically in  his essay "L inear C ounterpoin t" by saying 

"W hatever happens in  a piece o f m usic is nothing b u t the endless reshaping o f a 

basic shape."12 The absence o f any Brahms w altz from  Schoenberg's 

consideration is surprising: one w ou ld  th ink that the w altz, a short piece whose 

essence is repetition, w ou ld  have been an obvious and excellent object fo r his 

study o f the "endless reshaping o f a basic shape."

Schoenberg's followers extended his analysis and its scope beyond the 

level o f the in d iv id u a l theme by examining the interaction between the 

developing varia tion and large-scale organizations such as the sonata f o r m . 1 ^ 

From their po int o f v iew  and fo r the ir purposes, a sm all form , such as the w altz, 

does not offer the necessary form al sophistication to demonstrate the principles 

they wash to elucidate.

For my purpose, however, Brahms's waltzes are especially interesting, 

since they contain both the repetition that is essential to the genre and the

also, Johannes Brahms: Klavierquartett G-Moll, Op. 25, ju r  Orchester gesetzt, ed. 
R udolf Stephan (Vienna: Universal, 1972); Schoenberg, Fundamentals of Musical 
Composition, ed. G erald Strang and Leonard Stein (London: Faber, 1967). See 
also Rainer W ilke, Brahms, Reger, Schdnberg Streichquartette: M otivisch-
thematische Prozesse und form ale Gestalt (Hamburg: Wagner, 1980); W alter 
Frisch, Brahms and the Principle of Developing Variation (Berkeley and London: 
University of C alifornia, 1984).

12 Schoenberg, Style and Idea, p. 290.

See Theodor Adorno, Philosophy of Modern Music, trans. by Anne M itche ll 
and Wesley V. B lom ster (New York: Seabury, 1973); Am o G M itschka, Der 
Sonatensatz in den Werken von Johannes Brahms (Ph. D. Diss., U nivers ity  o f M ainz, 
1961), trans. in  W alter Frisch, Brahms and the Principle of Developing Variation, pp. 
24-26.
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developing varia tion  that was Brahms's sty lis tic  hallm ark. A  pa rticu la rly  

interesting example is the firs t w altz o f Op. 39, in  B M ajor (see Example 4 / 6). 

Example 4/6: Brahms, Op. 39, no. 1

A  0.
0 + 0 t

I T!____! I I i i I

9 9

i* *
! i i ! I I L J  *: ! v  <a

? • i It? f F

i t . *

. | . H  r  C r  ‘i f  f 5- ...f>  ' 'J ^
1 2 .

J--
1 *1

—

■ .' r  " r 1 •
j  j  J ! j  |  ■ J *  !

l . 1 u  r >  i % 1

■i t   ̂ * i

i  j. i
i *  * ? ' *  •  ' V -J — - j __ j -----

9

The firs t fou r notes o f the piece, three o f them belonging to the anacrusis, 

present a set o f intervals— a fourth , fifth , sixth, second and a th ird — that are used 

over and over in  various orders, serving to shape the melody o f the entire piece 

(see Example 4 /7 ). The firs t tw o measures consist o f skips o f 6ths and 4ths—
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upw ard and dow nw ard—and an in te rva l o f a 2nd in  between. A nd at measure 

3, the eighth-note texture o f the opening anacrusis is used to f i l l  the in itia l skip of 

a 4th, this tim e in  descending m otion. Measure 4 presents an augm entation o f 

the stepwise 8th-note descent o f a 4th to quarter notes (see Example 4 /8  ). The 

stepwise descent o f a 4th is further developed at mm. 7 and 8 and becomes the 

essential m otive o f section B.

Example 4/7: Brahms, Op. 39, No. 1, main motive

6

Example 4/8: Brahms, Op. 39, No. 1, mm. 1-4

W hile the orig ina l m otive— the firs t 4 notes o f the w altz—is the basis o f 

the entire piece, i t  never again appears in  exactly the same form , b u t is always 

varied or developed in to  a newr m otive. We see these m odified repetitions most 

clearly by com paring them m th  the fo llow ing  examples o f Viennese waltzes, 

where the m o tiv ic  repetition is fo rm ally precise (see Example 4 /9a and b ).14 

Example 4/9 Excerpts from Viennese Ballroom Waltzes.

a) Johann Strauss, Sr., Tauberln-Walzer, Op. 1, No. 2.

f V  i /  t .  “  m
y

14 I t  is w o rth  noting that Brahms reflects the idea o f the "4 th " in  the larger- 
scale organization o f the piece by m odulating to IV , E M ajor, and restating the 
opening theme in  this key at mm. 17-20.
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b) Johann Strauss, Sr., Trompeten Walzer, Op. 13/2.

In  Op. 39, No. 3, Brahms combines exact repetition on the rhythm ic level 

w ith  developing variations on the melodic level (see Example 4/10). The firs t 

tw o measures present the m otive o f the w altz, w hich consists o f intervals o f 

descending 4th and 5th, between them, an upper neighbor-note figure; he 

derives nearly a ll his sixteen-bar melody from  this melodic m otive (see Example 

4/11). But Brahms also repeats the single rhythm ic m otive over and over again; 

i f  one fo llow s the repeat signs, there are 31 repetitions o f it  in  32 measures.1̂  

Example 4/10: Brahms, Op. 39, No. 3.

He revisits this rhythm ic m otive once more, in  No. 15. There, however, 
although the rhythm ic m otive is s till prom inent, i t  is not used as continuously as 
in  No. 3.
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Example 4/11: Brahms Op. 39, No. 3, mm. 1-8.

In  discussing some o f the waltzes composed by C hopin and Brahms fo r 

the piano, I  have emphasized the different, bu t equally innovative, ways in  

w hich an essential w altz feature, repetition, is elaborated and refined: Chopin's 

heightened effect o f c ircu la rity , and Brahms's developing varia tions and 

repetition at the rhythm ic level. N otw ithstanding these sign ificant refinements, 

it  is critica l to bear in  m ind  tha t both retain the characteristic 3 /4  meter; even the 

occasional measure o f silence and, in  some instances, the absence o f the um -pah- 

pah accompaniment, do no t disguise the essential beat. The listener has no 

d ifficu lty— even w ith  C hopin's m anipulations o f the 3 /4  meter and creation o f 

hemiolas—in  recognizing the genre o f the waltz.

W ith  Tchaikovsky, however, we enter a d iffe rent m usical universe w ith  

respect not only to the composer's treatment o f the genre, b u t to its  personal 

significance.
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TCHAIKOVSKY

That Tchaikovsky was fascinated by the w altz is evident fro m  the dozens 

he w rote; that his fascination was life-long we know  from  the firs t example, 

dating from  1854 (and now  lost), when he was only fourteen and ju s t beginning 

to compose. He wrote g lorious waltzes fo r ballet (a num ber o f w h ich  I  examined 

in  detail in  Chapter 3) and ly rica l waltzes fo r piano. He also integrated the genre 

in to  the symphony: in  a d d ition  to the th ird  movement o f the F ifth  Symphony 

and the firs t movem ent o f the Fourth—both marked as "valse" and in  the 

characteristic 3 /4  meter— we have also the second m ovement o f the Sixth 

Symphony, allegro con grazia, a graceful but peculiar waltz.

As Tchaikovsky's career and life  were coming to an end, he introduced a 

dram atic innovation, new  no t on ly to his repertory bu t to the w a ltz  in  general, 

composing tw o five-beat waltzes. The firs t is Valse a cinq temps, No. 16 o f the 18 

Morceaux , Op. 72; the other is the second movement o f his last sym phony, the 

Pathetique. G iven that the de fin ing  characteristic o f the w altz is the 3 /4  meter, a 

five-beat w altz w ou ld  seem a contradiction in  terms. A nd in  the Pathetique 

Tchaikovsky does, indeed, take on an extraordinary challenge: to compose what 

is recognizably a w altz— a piece his listeners wall understand as such—b u t to do 

so in  a meter that represents a strong departure from  expectation.

The Valse a cinq temps is a curious piece, un like any other w a ltz, includ ing 

the others in  the 28 Morceaux. I t  does not present Tchaikovsky's customary 

gracefulness w ith  the w altz: its tempo is vivace, hard ly suitable fo r a w altz; it  

lacks even a h in t o f um -pah-pah accompaniment; the m elody is very 

fragm entary and too jum p y fo r a w a ltz; and, most im portant, its m eter is 5 / 8 (see 

Example 12). Indeed, were i t  no t fo r its title , I  w ou ld  be hard-pressed to 

recognize it  as a w altz. I t  is a w a ltz  because Tchaikovsky says i t  is.
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Example 4/12: Tchaikovsky, Valse a cinq temps, Op. 72, no. 16, mm. 1-2.

As I  discussed in  detail in  Chapter 2, M arx urges that composers use every 

melodic, harmonic, and rhythm ic accentuation that serves "to  m ark the firs t 

step" o f the waltz's sm all circle. A nd  anacrusis is one o f the many ways to m ark 

the firs t step. This way, the very firs t step o f the dance is anticipated by an up­

beat in  the music, w hich has the especially he lp fu l function fo r the dancers o f 

preparing themselves. I  also demonstrated that, depending on the relative 

s im p lic ity  or refinem ent o f the com position, both the length o f the anacrusis and 

the frequency o f its repetition w ith in  a piece may vary: it  may occur at the end o f 

each measure or at the end o f each two-measure segment, and so on. The Valse a 

cinq temps begins w ith  an anacrusis, comprised o f tw o eighth notes, w hich 

reappears at the end o f each measure throughout the piece and creates 

anticipation o f the firs t step that in itia tes the firs t half-circle o f the dance. 

Tchaikovsky, however, does this at the expense o f the second half-circle o f the 

dance. A ll he allows the im aginary dancers to latch onto is the relentless 

anticipation—created by the anacrusis in  each measure—and broken w altz circle.

In  the second movement o f the Pathetique symphony, Tchaikovsky joins 

C hopin and Brahms in  an extreme elaboration o f the repetition and circu larity. 

The movement has the basic ternary structure A  B A  C A  B A , and that the A  

section returns 3 times throughout the movement, includ ing the opening and the 

closing o f the movement, gives i t  a strong cyclic feel. Tchaikovsky's economy o f 

rhythm ic material is s trik ing  as w e ll: the whole movement is comprised o f the
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repetition o f fou r rhythm ic motives (see Example 4 / 13a, b, c, d). M otives a, b, 

and c are the only rhythm ic material fo r the m elody in  the firs t part. In  the 

m idd le section, mm. 57-95, Tchaikovsky employs m otive d as the m ain rhythm ic 

m otive up to m. 82, where he begins to combine i t  w ith  the motives from  the firs t 

section.

Example 4/13: Tchaikovsky, Pathetique Symphony.

A lthough this symphonic movement shares w ith  Valse a cinq temps the 

five-beat measure—in  this case, a 5 /4  meter—it  is more discem ibly a w a ltz  than 

the latter. I  id e n tify  the movement as a w a ltz  fo r several reasons. First, and 

perhaps most im portant, the music itse lf presents characteristics o f the w altz: the 

repetitive motives, legato melodies, flings, turns and rhythm ic gestures o f the 

movement establish a sense of waltzness rig h t from  the beginning. In  fact, one 

may even suggest that Tchaikovsky's 5 /4  meter, i f  considered to be a 

compression o f a 3 /4  waltz, contributes to this perception. Instead o f the 

conventional rhythm , w ith  its m ixture o f half-notes and quarter-notes, the 

composer sim ply uses pure quarter notes to f i l l  the intervals, creating a smooth 

texture and prom oting continuity (see Example 4 / 14a and b).
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Example 4/14:

a) mm. 1-8 re-composed in 3/4

6th 6th
i i

r <  J •  ] •t) —-----,----------- ,----- ------------— h-

5th 5th

= £ % '* =  *  ■ *
i

a ' o A
-& -«------------------ -------------

b) mm. 1-8 original meter

6th 6th 5th

iH n =

l !" i 0 *

9)
1 2 1 2 3 1 2 1 2 3 etc.

 5th

“ i "  '• ~ ^ ------------------

The second has to do w ith  its  reception: Though I have not been able to 

fin d  any indication o f its being perceived as a "w a ltz" in  the contem porary 

reviews o f the sym phony,16 in  the secondary literature, even in  the program  

notes or record covers, the second m ovement has almost always been refered to 

as a "lim p in g  w a ltz" o r "d istorted w a ltz ." For instance, M artin  Cooper finds in  

the movement an "im pending doom , that one o f the partners m ig h t be a 

skeleton, that the dance is the dance o f death."17 Henry Zajaczkowski suggests

16 Alexander Poznansky documented over tw enty critiques o f the prem iere in  
Tchaikovsky's last days: a documentary study (O xford: Clarendon Press, 1996).

17 M artin  Cooper, "The sym phonies" in  The Music of Tchaikovsky, ed. by. 
G erald Abraham (N ew  York: W. W . N orton, 1969), p. 43.
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tha t "the composer almost appears to mock at his own complacency by means o f 

a w a ltz whose elegance is perverted in to  a lim p ing  5 /4  m e te r/'18

Third, Tchaikovsky had already established the predecent o f w ritin g  5 /4  

waltzes w ith  his w altz fo r the Sapphire Fairy in  Sleeping Beauty and w ith  Valse a 

cinq te?nps.

And fina lly , another k in d  o f m anipulation o f the w altz's m eter in  

Tchaikovsky's ballets encourages me to consider this movement as a "w a ltz" 

w ith  distorted meter. We have seen in  Chapter 3 how  Tchaikovsky 

communicates w ith  his audience by means o f such m anipulation. I  noted, too, 

that i t  is the 3 /4  meter o f the w a ltz  that most particu larly conveys the popular 

associations w ith  the wraltz: its  romance and elegance, the glam our o f the 

ballroom , the embrace o f lovers. In  some o f Tchaikovsky's ballets, fo r instance, 

the wraltz theme— heard firs t in  3 /4  and clearly associated w ith  joy and hope— is 

then m odified in to  4 /4 .!^  The listener is thus alerted to a negative tu rn —an 

unhappy ending, danger, deception—in  the p lo t, or to a sh ift in  a character's 

a ttitude or mood. The m usical change expressly tells the listener som ething 

about the course o f dram atic events.

What, then, is Tchaikovsky te lling  us w ith  this 5 /4  waltz?

Before I explore this question, I  consider it  necessary to review  the 

contemporary reception o f the sym phony from  a particular aspect: w hether the 

symphony, or any part o f it, conveys a feeling o f death, or even anticipates the 

composer's death. The Pathetique was Tchaikovsky's last work: the composer 

died on 25 October 1893, n ine days after the premiere. That his death was

18 Henry Zajaczkowski, Tchaikovsky's Musical Style (Ann A rbor: U M I 
Research Press, 1987), p. 46.

See m y Swan Lake analysis in  Chapter 3.
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sudden and untim ely, and that he was the most celebrated Russian composer o f 

the time, prom pted speculation among the contem porary public and critics who 

tried  to fin d  an answer to the ir anguish through Tchaikovsky's ow n 

compositions. Grand Duke Konstantin Konstantinovich writes in  his d iary: 

"The fina l in  the tempo Adagio has passages rem iniscent o f a funeral service." 

W alter Nouvel, the music critic, describes the conclusion o f the sym phony "as a 

dying breath," w hile  Leopold Auer, v io lin is t and pedagogue, identifies i t  as "a 

k in d  o f funeral song." He adds: " it  almost seemed as though the composer had 

anticipated his sudden end." Yury Yurvey, in  his d iary, makes a rather 

interesting observation: D uring a dinner (a few  days after the performance) 

Tchaikovsky asked h im  w hat he should play fo r his friend. Yury requested the 

w altz from  Sleeping Beauty. The composer played the w altz  bu t before the fin a l 

chord he started to p lay the funeral march from  his m usic fo r Hamlet.20

A ll these and more (such as the observations o f the friends and fam ily  

members who were present in  the restaurant when Tchaikovsky drank unboiled 

water) gave rise to the suicide theory, o f w hich one o f the most known advocates 

is D avid Brown. In  his biography o f the composer as w e ll as in  his other 

w ritings, Brown strongly expresses his belief that "though it  is certainly not 

proven," Tchaikovsky com m itted suicide.21 Poznansky, citing an enormous 

quantity o f documents includ ing diaries, letters, and critica l w ritings, objects to 

the suicide theory, find ing  it  both "id le  and na ive."22

20 See Poznansky, Tchaikovsky's last days, the chapter titled  Pathetique .

21 D avid Brown, Tchaikovsky, 4 vols. (New York: Norton, 1978-1992); 
Tchaikovsky Remembered (London: Faber and Faber, 1993).

22 Tchaikovsky's last days, p. 19.
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Tchaikovsky m ight or m ight not have com m itted suicide. A lthough there 

is no hard evidence that proves he d id , we cannot be sure, either, that he d id  not 

d rin k  the contaminated water deliberately. But th is is irre levant to our purpose 

here: the fact that he d id  not com m it suicide does not invalidate the perception 

o f the w rite rs cited above, and others, regarding the pessim istic and m orbid 

character o f the last movement. M y in terpretation o f the second movement, in  

fact, leans in  this direction. In  1892, the composer scribbled some notes 

concerning his symphony: "The ultim ate essence o f the plan o f this symphony is 

life . F irst movement is a ll im pulsive passion, confidence, th irs t fo r activity; 

Finale death—result o f collapse—Second movement love, the th ird  is

disappointm ent..."2^

Throughout his life , Tchaikovsky wrote ly rica l, joyous waltzes in  3/4. 

That the w altz  is associated, generally and fo r this composer as well, w ith  love is 

indisputable. A nd Tchaikovsky him self tells us that the second movement o f the 

Pathetique, a w altz, is "about" love. But what a d ifficu lt, pa in fu l love, and how 

expertly the composer has, once again, m anipulated the meter to te ll his listeners 

about a critica l element o f p lo t and character—in  this case, the "p lo t" o f his life  

and his ow n character. Passion leads to love; love leads to disappointm ent; and 

disappointm ent gives way to death.

23 A ntony Holden, Tchaikovsky: a Biography (New York: Random House, 
1995), p. 344.
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CHAPTERS 
The Waltz as a Subject Waltzes about the Waltz

We dw e ll w ith  satisfaction upon the poet’s difference from  his 
predecessors, especially his im m ediate predecessors; we endeavour 
to fin d  som ething that can be isolated in  order to be enjoyed. 
Whereas i f  we approach a poet w ith o u t this prejudice we shall 
often fin d  that no t on ly the best, b u t the most in d iv id u a l parts o f 
his w ork may be those in  w h ich  the dead poets, his ancestors, 
assert the ir im m o rta lity  most vigorously.

— T.S. E lio t, Tradition and the Individual Talent

By the tu rn  o f the century, the w altz as a social dance was on the wane. 

As the 19th century came to a close, functional tona lity ceased to be the on ly 

com positional language. Recognizable functional harmonies and progressions 

no longer appeared in  the m usic o f some composers. But i f  the o rig ina l era o f the 

Viennese w altz, like  the society tha t gave rise to it, was com ing to an end, the 

popu la rity  o f the genre persisted. And, despite the change in  musical language, 

composers have continued to w rite  waltzes ever since. Tw entieth-century 

waltzes come in  m any guises. Some are nostalgic and unsophisticatedly 

im ita tive , using pure ly tonal language to evoke the rom antic 19th-century w altz 

idea. Others are tru ly  reductive, the w allpaper m usic associated w ith  carnivals 

and carousels. S till others are scarcely recognizable as waltzes, though the ir 

composers have ide n tified  them  as such. Contem porary waltzes such as Minute 

Waltz-or 3/4 +/- 1/8 by M ilto n  Babbitt, Modem Love Waltz, by P h ilip  Glass, o r 49
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Waltzes for the Five Boroughs o f John Cage, composed in  atonal language, bear no 

obvious trace o f the 19th-century conventions.1

M y concern here is a fo u rth  category o f 20th-century waltz, composed 

either to pay homage to the Viennese w altz and its creators, or to make reference 

to and evoke the s p irit o f tha t earlier period. In  these waltzes, the composers' 

in tention  is not merely to reproduce another w altz in  the style o f Johann Strauss, 

bu t to use that id iom  as a top ic w ith in  their own m usical language. W hether 

they are said to represent, depict, or portray, these waltzes take as the ir subject 

m atter the w altz itself. In  the compositions such as La Valse o r Wozzeck, Ravel 

and Berg make self-conscious references to the Viennese W altz w itho u t y ie ld ing 

their ow n musical language and iden tity  to its conventions.

Ravel—a composer whose adm iration fo r the Viennese w altz is evident in  

both his compositions and his w ritin g —him self clearly believed in  the capacity 

o f m usic to be representational. In  a letter to Roland-M anuel, his close friend, he 

explains:

I  have never fe lt the need to form ulate, either fo r the benefit o f 
others or fo r myself, the principles o f m y aesthetic I f  I  were called 
upon to do so, I  w ou ld  ask to be allowed to id e n tify  m yself w ith  the 
simple pronouncements made by M ozart on this subject. He 
confined him self to saying that there is nothing that m usic can not 
undertake to do, or dare, or portray, provided i t  continues to charm 
and always rem ain m u s i c .  2

Q uite apart from  any question o f depiction, m usic is a form  of 

com m unication and, like  a ll others, depends fo r its success upon a set of 

experiences and assumptions he ld  in  common by the composer and the listener.

1 In  The Waltz Project: 17 Contemporary Waltzes for Piano (Los Angeles: 
Nonesuch, 1981).

2 Roland-Manuel, "Lettres de Maurice Ravel et documents inedits," Revue de 
musicologie, 38 (July 1956), p. 53; translations are m ine unless otherwise indicated. 
The w ord portray (italics m ine) renders the French peindre..
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W hen a composer makes reference to other music—whether to a specific piece, a 

genre, or a m usical language— he relies on the audience's recognition of that 

reference. In  the case o f the waltz, because it  so dom inated the music and society 

o f the 19th century, the audience could be expected not only to recognize the 

essential features o f the genre, bu t also—and im portantly— to have pow erful 

associations w ith  i t  and equally strong expectations about w hat a composer 

w ou ld  use it  to convey. By firs t rem inding the ir audiences o f those associations 

and setting up certain expectations, and then—dram atically, in  the case o f 

Wozzeck —undercutting them, Ravel and Berg enter in to  a complex musical 

dialogue.

LA  VALSE

Ravel tw ice paid musical homage to the Viennese waltz, firs t in  1911 w ith  

his Vaises nobles et sentimentales, a chain o f short waltzes fo r piano, w ith  Schubert 

as model, and, nine years later, w ith  La Valse. A lthough it  is the la tte r that I  w ill 

scrutinize closely in  this chapter, i t  is w orth  b rie fly  exam ining Ravel's 

Schubertian piece firs t, because, curiously, it  demonstrates the pow erfu l hold 

Johann Strauss had on Ravel's musical imagination.

Schubert adapted the Viennese waltz o f the ballroom  and transformed its 

meaning by creating waltzes as concert pieces fo r the piano. Am ong these are 

his th irty -fo u r Vaises sentimentales and twelve Vaises nobles, to w hich Ravel's 

homage is exp licit, as he explains in  his autobiography: "The title  Vaises nobles et 

sentimentales su ffic ien tly  indicates m y intention o f composing a series o f waltzes
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in  im ita tio n  o f Schubert."5 Ravel's use o f the w ord  "im ita tio n "4 is not casual; in  

a le tte r to his friend  Ildebrando Pizzetti, he expresses his belief that

a composer had only to place h im self in  fro n t o f a masterpiece like  
a copyist in  the Louvre in  fro n t o f a T itia n  or, to be less severe, a 
landscape painter in  front o f a clum p o f trees...if you have nothing 
to say, you cannot do better, w h ile  w a iting  fo r the u ltim ate silence, 
than repeat w hat has been w e ll said. I f  you do have something to 
say, tha t something w ill never be more clearly seen than in  your 
u n w ittin g  in fid e lity  to the m odel.5

In fid e lity  o f im ita tion  is, in  fact, a s ingu larly apt description o f Ravel's 

Vaises nobles et sentimentales. H is m odel is the Schubertian w altz, w ith  its 

balanced phrases, harm onic subtleties, and stra ightforw ard form . But rather 

than being sim ply an im ita tion  o f Schubert, Ravel's piano wraltzes betray his 

fascination w ith  the Straussian waltz, to the po in t that it  distracts h im  from  his 

stated purpose and leads him  to an ending that pays homage not to Schubert, bu t 

to another Viennese wraltz composer, Strauss him self.

In  the eighth and last w altz o f Ravel's Vaises noble et sentimentales, entitled 

Epilogue, the rhythm ica lly  varied fragments o f the preceding waltzes—namely, 

firs t, th ird , fou rth , and sixth—are heard. Schubert wTOte more than a dozen 

chains o f waltzes fo r piano, none o f w hich, inc lud ing  his Valse sentimentales and 

Valse nobles, ends w ith  an epilogue, or a coda, tha t recalls the earlier waltzes in  

the ir exact or varied form . It is very typica l, however, fo r Viennese composers 

who w rote orchestral waltzes fo r the ballroom s to conclude w ith  a coda that 

includes pa rtia l repetitions o f the earlier waltzes. Ravel here integrates the

5 Roland-M anuel, "Une Esquisse autobiographique de M aurice Ravel," La 
Revue musicale (December 1938), pp. 17-23.

4 The o rig ina l expression is a I'exemple de Schubert

5 Ildebrando P izzetti, "Souvenir de M aurice Ravel," in  Hommage a Maurice 
Ravel, Numero Special de la Revue musicale (Dec. 1938), pp. 438-440.
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Schubertian w altz form , a chain o f sim ple and short waltzes, w ith  a grandiose 

Straussian ending.

I f  Ravel's im ita tio n  of Schubert leads him , in  a sense, to Strauss, his 

homage in  La Valse to the great w a ltz master and to "the w onderful rhythm s o f 

the Viennese W altz," as he w rites in  a February 1906 letter to Jean M am old, is 

unalloyed.6 He describes the w'ork, com pleted in  1920, as "a sort o f apotheosis o f 

the Viennese waltz... the impression o f a fantastic, fata l w h irlin g ."7

E vidently, i t  was also— in  the m ind o f at least one listener—a depiction or 

portrayal, as we learn from  one contem porary account. One afternoon in  1920, 

Francis Poulenc witnessed an h isto ric scene in  the apartment of M isia Sert, a 

close friend  o f Ravel. The occasion wras Ravel's firs t presentation o f La Valse on 

the piano to introduce the piece to the choreographer D iaghilev, who wras to 

stage La Valse w ith  the Ballets Russes. Poulenc observed D iaghilev very closely 

du ring  the performance: " I  saw' the false teeth begin to move, then the monocle, I  

saw' he was embarrassed, I  saw' he d id  no t like  i t  and wras going to say 'no '. 

W hen Ravel came to the end, D iagh ilev said something which I th ink  is very 

true. He said 'Ravel, it's  a masterpiece...but it's  not a ballet...it's a p o rtra it o f a 

ba lle t...It's a pa in ting o f a b a lle t'."8

Indeed, Ravel had an entire mise en scene in  m ind, as his subtitle, "Po£me 

Chor£graphique," suggests. In  fashioning the com position as ballet, Ravel 

expressed his desire tha t La Valse be danced in  a balletic fashion; ye t his

6 A rb ie Orenstein, A  Ravel Reader: Correspondence, Articles, Interviews (New  
York: Colum bia U n iversity Press, 1990), p. 80.

7 Roland-M anuel, "U ne Esquisse autobiographique...," p. 22.

8 Francis Poulenc, M oi et mes amis (Paris: Seghers, 1963), pp. 177-9.
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accompanying choreographic argument identifies the setting as a ballroom  w ith  

w altzing couples. In  his instructions, Ravel describes his choreographic vision:

Through w h irlin g  clouds, w altzing couples may be fa in tly  
distinguished. The clouds gradually disperse: one sees at le tter A  
(in  the score) an enormous hall fille d  w ith  sw irling  crowd. The 
stage is gradually illum inated. The lig h t o f the chandeliers reaches 
its peak at the fortissim o(at letter B). A n  Im peria l court, about 1855.

No wonder that D iaghilev, presented w ith  a fu lly-de ta iled  p o rtra it o f ballroom

dancing, saw it  as a painting and declined to use it.

La Valse is about the Viennese w altz: allusions to the style o f Johann

Strauss are made self-consciously and are m arkedly distinguishable from  Ravel's

own musical language. Here, then, tw o questions arise: firs t, w hat are the

characteristics o f Strauss's music that constitute the subject o f La Valse?; and,

second, w hat are the characteristics o f Ravel's style that constitute the musical

medium?

I have discussed the characteristics o f the Viennese W altz music in  

Chapter 2. These characteristics, naturally, app ly to Strauss's waltzes. A lthough 

he wrote hundreds o f waltzes fo r Viennese ballroom s during  the second ha lf o f 

the 19th century, I  believe, for several reasons, tha t La Valse is about just one o f 

those waltzes, namely, On the Beautiful Blue Danube. The firs t reason has to do 

w ith  reception: The Blue Danube has been revered by several masters, who

regarded it  w ith  adm iration and envy. In  conversation w ith  M anuel Rosenthal,9 

Ravel claim ed that a ll composers desired to succeed in  w ritin g  a very good

9 The pseudonym o f Alexis Manuel L6vy (1891-1966), French musicologist, 
composer, and critic . He studied com position w ith  Ravel and soon became one 
o f his closest friends.
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w altz. He rem inded his friend  o f the anecdote about Brahm s10, and added, 

"[Y ]ou  see, we a ll try  to w rite  a w altz as good as tha t."11

Second, Ravel's La Valse shares a num ber o f characteristic features w ith  

the Blue Danube, includ ing the key o f D m ajor and its overall form , suggesting 

that the Blue Danube in  particu lar served as a model fo r Ravel du ring  the creation 

o f La Valse, especially in  lig h t o f Ravel's expressed reverence fo r the piece.

F inally, and perhaps most im portant, Strauss's style was unw averingly 

homogeneous during  his 40 years o f composing. The Blue Danube exhibits 

practically a ll o f the m ain characteristics o f Strauss waltzes in  general. Thus, 

even i f  the Blue Danube is not the specific piece that La Valse depicts, it  is 

absolutely representative o f Strauss' style.

In  the analysis that fo llow s, I  do not intend to compare La Valse w ith  the 

Blue Danube in  such a w ay as to demonstrate resemblances and differences. 

Rather, m y purpose is to show how  Ravel manipulates the m usical features o f 

the Straussian w altz id iom  through his unique musical language, w hile retaining 

the w altz's conventional attributes.

The m usical features on w hich I  w ill concentrate are form , harmony, and 

the tw o m ost identifiab le characteristics o f any w altz: the um -pah-pah

accompaniment and repetition. A lthough I  w ill take up these features in  this 

order, I  w ill touch on form  only b rie fly  now, so as to establish the fram ework fo r 

m y discussion. I  shall re tu rn  to i t  later and in  greater detail, fo r i t  is a particu lar 

aspect o f the form —specifically the Eingang sections—in  w h ich  we fin d  the

10 See Chapter 1 fo r the Brahms anecdote and more on the reception o f the 
w altz.

11 Roger N ichols, Ravel Remembered (New York: W.W. N orton, 1988), p. 62.
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exception, to w altz convention and the expression o f Ravel's struggle to 

d istingu ish  him self from  Strauss.

W ith  respect to its form , The Blue Danube consists o f (1) an in trodu ction  

that foreshadows the theme of the firs t w altz, (2) five  waltzes, each in  b inary 

fo rm  w ith  repeats, and (3) a coda w ith in  w hich themes from  several o f the 

waltzes are cited in  exact or varied forms. Each o f these seven large sections is 

labeled by the composer in  the orchestral score.

La Valse has essentially the same form al outline: an in trodu ction  that 

presents segments o f the theme of the firs t w altz; a chain o f five  waltzes; and a 

coda that restates several themes o f various waltzes. Each o f Ravel's five  waltzes 

has a theme w ith  a d istinct character, and ends w ith  an em phatic authentic 

cadence. U nlike Strauss, however, Ravel does no t number the waltzes in  the 

score; no r does he id e n tify  the coda as such. Nevertheless, i t  is no t d iffic u lt—  

especially fo r those fam ilia r w ith  Strauss's custom ary procedure— to d is tingu ish  

one w a ltz  from  another (see Example 5 /1  fo r the in d p its  o f each w altz).

Example 5/1: Ravel, La Valse, indpits of the five waltzes.

(a) Waltz 1
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(b) Waltz 2
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(c) Waltz 3

(d) Waltz 4

243
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(e) W altz 5
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The resemblance o f the form  o f La Valse to that o f the Blue Danube, 

however, in  no way im plies that it  is sim ply a reproduction o f that or any other 

Viennese w altz. Moreover, La Valse does not contain any direct quotation from  

any Strauss w altz; nor is i t  in  any way lim ited  to Strauss's musical language. On 

the contrary: Ravel's representation o f Strauss—his "p o rtra it" o f a Straussian 

w altz—is very subtle and, ultim ately, entire ly Ravelian.

By way o f illus tra tion  here, I  w ill tu rn  to Ravel's firs t W altz (see Example 

5 /2 ). The opening tonic, D  Major, moves to the dom inant at the end o f the 

antecedent phrase, at m. 76, and the consequent phrase starting on the dom inant 

brings the harm ony back to the tonic at m. 85, exactly as in  the firs t w altz o f the 

Blue Danube. This, o f course, is a typ ica l periodic structure. A  repetition o f the 

firs t phrase is then fo llow ed by a cadential phrase that modulates to A  major, the 

key o f the next waltz.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



134

Example 5/2: Ravel, La Valse, Waltz 1, mm. 67-105.
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This sim ple harm onic structure, so typica l o f Strauss, is m odified by the 

addition o f non-harm onic notes to the chords. Indeed, u n til the very last 

dom inant chord, there is no single tonic, dom inant triad , o r dom inant seventh
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chord that does not have a "fo re ign" note (see Example 5 /3 ). Thus, Ravel 

enriches the effect o f the tonic triads by added sixths and augmented fourths at 

mm. 69, 71 and 73. A t m. 70, the second inversion o f the tonic triad  contains 

three foreign notes: B-natural, an added 6th; B -flat as fla t 6th; and C#, the 

leading tone. W hen the second inversion o f the tonic triad  reappears at m. 74, 

this time, D# in  the m elody creates a chromatic clash w ith  the tonic D, followed 

by the second inversion o f the dominant-seventh chord, presenting again a 

chromatic clash between G, the seventh o f the chord, and G#.

Example 5/3: Ravel, La Valse, Waltz 1, "altered" chords.

*[i H E 3 1

Example 5/4: Ravel, La Valse, large-scale harmonic organization, mm. 688 to end.

688 705 709 711 7 3̂

a s ■ ~ ~  L- . 

V I6 II l>VI
D: II V

In  addition to augmented 4ths, added 6ths, augmented octaves and 

chromatic clashes, Ravel also uses augmented 5ths throughout the piece. The 

most significant example o f this effect appears in  the th ird  w altz, w hich is in  D 

major (see Example 5 /1 ). A t m. 146, the anacrusis already foreshadows the 

A / A# conflict that is im m ediately dispersed throughout the melody. Moreover, 

A #, as an augmented 5th, is kept in  the tonic harm ony at m . 149 along w ith  E /E# 

chromatic clash in  the m elody.

The choice o f the foreign intervals is not random, fo r they are evident in  

the larger-scale organization (see Example 5/4). A t m. 688, the II  o f D appears 

where the fina l cadential progression o f the piece starts, occupying 63 measures
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w ith  several evasions. F irst, the cadence is evaded when the dom inant 

progresses to the firs t inversion o f V I. When, at m. 711, Ravel states the I I  again, 

he also prepares us fo r w hat is to come by quoting him self. Here, the beginning 

o f the W altz 3 theme w ith  A , the fifth  o f D, clashing w ith  A #, reappears w ith  no 

accompanying chords. A t measure 723, the cadence is evaded once again, when 

the dom inant moves to fla t V I. However, Ravel im m ediately respells B -fla t as 

A # fo r the dom inant prolongation fo r 24 measures. O nly at the end, at the 

penultim ate measure, is A# respelled as B -flat w hich resolves to  A, the fina l 

dom inant o f the piece.12

H aving established La Valse's relationship to the fa m ilia r form , and 

Ravel's m anipulations o f the harmony, we m igh t now  look at his treatm ent of 

the best know n feature o f the waltz: the continual um -pah-pah accompaniment. 

The very recognizability o f this feature, and its function as an id e n tifie r fo r the 

w altz, make it  the most d iffic u lt fo r Ravel to m anipulate: i f  i t  were too obviously 

present, La Valse m igh t sound overly Straussian; b u t i f  La Valse is a depiction o f a 

Strauss w altz, the picture w ou ld  not be complete w ith o u t this accompaniment.

In  W altz I, illustra ted at Example 5 /2 , Ravel does n o t em ploy the 

accompaniment pattern continually. Rather, he distorts the pattern in  several 

ways. When one looks at the score, a pattern in  the accompaniment becomes 

evident beginning at m.69: instead o f the constant upp (um-pah-pah), Ravel 

notates this 4-bar pattern: u, up, upp, up, w hich is stated 4 times throughout 

the firs t 16-bar period. The second period adds more pah's to the pattern: firs t, 

upp, up, upp, up, and then, to lead up to the cadence, the upp pattern at last 

becomes constant: upp, upp, upp, upp.

12 I t  should also be noted that B-flat m ajor (fla t sixth, o r enharmonic 
augmented 5th), F m ajor (fla t HI), D -fla t major (enharmonic leading tone) are the 
most frequently occurring key areas throughout the piece.
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W hile this pattern is visible on the page, however, the pah's are hard ly 

audible, and the pattern is obscured by the extraord ina rily  low  register o f both 

the accompaniment and the melody combined w ith  an apparently intentional 

m ismatch between the arco basses' urn's and the pizzicato cellos' pah's. Ravel 

fu rthe r b lurs the rhythm ic texture by adding octuplets to every measure o f W altz 

I, thus p laying duple and trip le  layers o ff against one another. In  the end, a ll 

Ravel allows us to latch onto is the relentless, rocking urn's.

Another k ind  o f d is to rtion  is evident in  the second w altz  (see Example 

5 /1 ). W hile here the accompaniment pattern is constant, the theme opens w ith  a 

series o f dotted quarter notes so that the m etric d iv is io n  o f the measure once 

again features the p lay o f tw o against three. However, Ravel again clarifies the 

trip le  rhythm ic pattern and recovers the characteristic accompaniment in  

preparation fo r second w altz's fina l cadence.

I  shall now  tu rn  to the last o f the characteristics tha t I  m entioned earlier: 

repeated rhythm ic patterns. As I  established in  Chapter 2, the w altz, as a dance, 

has tw o simultaneous circu lar movements. First, each couple hums on itself, in  a 

sm all circle, around its ow n center; this is perform ed in  two-tim es three steps, 

and forms the basic m o tif o f the dance. The second c ircu la r m otion is traced as 

the couple sim ultaneously spirals in  these continuous turns around the ballroom  

u n til i t  reaches its starting place and the larger circle is closed. Thus, in  a 

successful com position, the repetitive and circu lar characteristic o f the dance 

patterns are reflected in  the music. Phrases, m otives w ith in  the phrases, whole 

sections, themes, and so on, are a ll repeated.

On the Beautiful Blue Danube exemplifies th is  convention on both large 

and sm all scales o f organization. On a sm all scale, W altz I  o f the Blue Danube 

begins w ith  a ha lf dozen nearly lite ra l statements o f the p rin c ipa l m otive set over 

tonic and dom inant harmonies (see Example 5 /5 ). O n a larger scale, i f  one
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fo llow s the numerous repeat signs in  the score, there is no single section w ith in  

the five waltzes o f the Blue Danube that is presented in  its entire ty less than twice. 

Example 5/5: Strauss, Blue Danube, Waltz I ,  mm. 67-92.
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A lthough La Ve/sc displays no repetition o f large sections, there are 

periodic phrase structures, m o tiv ic  repetitions, and sequences. W hat is most 

pertinent to m y purpose here, however, is Ravel's near exhaustion o f the
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technique o f repetition in  W altz 5 and in  the coda. The firs t 16-bar phrase o f 

W altz 5, in  D major, reveals the sim plest structure: two 8-bar sub-phrases in  4- 

bar segments. Example 5 / le  shows the single m otive from  w hich this phrase is 

generated. I t  is stated 4 times in  the firs t 4 measures, 7 times in  8 measures, and 

10 times by the 12th measure. The last 4 measures o f this 16-measure phrase form  

a cadence and are free o f the m otive. The second 16-bar phrase, s lig h tly  varied in  

F M ajor, consists o f 14 more statements o f the same m otive, w h ile  another 7 

statements in  the fina l 8-bar cadential phrase suffice to re turn  the harm ony to the 

tonic D major. This comes to a total o f 31 repetitions o f the m otive in  38 

measures.

Yet Ravel is far from  fin ished w ith  this motive. A t m. 371, w ith  the tempo 

m arking un peu plus tnodere, there begins a new section that fu rth e r develops the 

waltz-5 m otive and that leads in to  the coda where the m otive returns fo r another 

84 measures. The reappearance o f the waltz-5 m otive in  the coda is notable not 

on ly because it  has already been repeated to an overwhelm ing degree in  the 

course o f the 5th waltz, b u t also because i t  brings the piece to its peak. A t m. 579, 

w ith  the tempo m arking Un peu plus vifet en accelerant, every m usical element is 

on the increase: the overall register rises, accompanied by a crescendo and 

acceleration, and, fina lly , a chrom atic ascent in  the bass line, doubled by 

clarinets, bassoons, and trum pets. In  the course o f th is 61-measure 

intensification, the m otive is stated, almost circularly, 49 times. D u rin g  the last 8- 

bar phrase o f this section (Example 5 /6 ), the m otivic repetition  im pa tien tly  

accelerates to every tw o beats u n til the m otion fin a lly  dissolves com pletely in to  a 

frenzy o f eighth notes.
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Example 5/6: Ravel. La Valse, Waltz 5, mm. 634-649.
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In  the 5 th  w altz and coda, the convention o f repetition is exaggerated at 

every level far beyond w hat Strauss m igh t have done. Indeed, Ravel seems to 

have composed the last w a ltz  about the idea o f repetition.

I f  thus fa r we have been concerned w ith  Ravel's com plex and 

sophisticated portra iture , we have seen this homage to Strauss revealed in  

Ravel's m anipu la tion o f the wraltz itse lf. The struggle to wrhich I  referred earlier 

in  th is chapter, Ravel's e ffo rt at self-expression, is found elsewhere: nam ely, in  

the Eingang sections.

In  the 18th and 19th centuries, the term  Eingang was applied to a b rie f 

passage in  im provisatory style that was intended as a transition between sections 

o f a wrork. In  its im provised form , the Eingang is indicated w ith  a ferm ata over a 

dom inant 7th chord, signaling the perform er to provide virtuoso figu ra tion . In  

the Blue Danube, there are tw o Eingang sections, preceding Waltzes 4 and 5, 

respectively. The firs t, preceding W altz 4, comprises only 4 measures, du rin g  

w h ich  there occurs a harm onic transition  from  the key o f W altz 3, G major, to the 

key o f W altz 4, F M ajor. The texture o f these fou r measures d iffe rs fro m  the 

p reva iling  w altz texture, since bo th  m elody and the accompaniment are absent. 

The second Eingang, leading to W altz 5, is longer, occupying 10 measures. Again, 

the w a ltz  texture disappears and a fragm entary varia tion o f the theme o f W altz 4 

ensues w ith o u t an accompaniment. O bviously, neither o f these is danceable, nor 

are they intended to be. Rather, in  the context o f the ballroom , these sections 

p rovided the dancing couples w ith  an opportun ity  to catch the ir breath and to 

change partners. In  other words, they are, m usically speaking, un im portan t 

interludes in  the w altz trad ition .

The Eingangs in  La Valse, by contrast, are dramatic and essential. I t  is 

notew orthy that the Eingangs in  Ravel's piece, preceding Waltzes 4 and 5, ju s t as 

in  the Blue Danube, are no t m arked by the composer. However, w hat are brie f,
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structu ra lly  un im portant passages in  the Blue Danube p lay a significant role in  La 

Valse: here both the robust tonalities o f Strauss—and, fo r that matter, a ll the 

characteristics o f w altz— disappear completely. I t  is in  these sections that Ravel 

asserts the difference between his style and that o f Strauss: in  other words, the 

d is tinction  between the m edium  and the subject.

Ravel departs from  the Straussian m odel in  his firs t Eingang by freely 

varying the m otive o f the cadential phrase o f W altz 2, not coincidentally the most 

Straussian passage in  the entire w ork. In  the second Eingang, Ravel expresses 

his ow n style more radica lly; and, w ith  a reference to its im provisatory character, 

he provides a composed-out v irtuosic figu ra tion  on the same motive— the 

cadential m otive from  W altz 2. Aware o f the cadential characteristics o f the 

Eingang, Ravel structures this quasi-im provisation around a cadential harmony. 

Example 5 /7  shows the harmonic structure o f Eingang 2.

Example 5/7: Ravel, Eingang 2, harmonic structure.

289 291 308 331
-V k ------------------— ------------- H-,—7*-------------------------------------f,-I----- ^------V .------------- —. ------ ©--------------------
------------------------- e --------------— »----------- »-*------------- —

XX
G: V I =  IV V ---------------- I

< ------------------  : D

W a ltz  4 E in g a n g  I I  W a ltz  5

The sense o f struggle developed in  the course o f the piece has been noted 

by various critics and scholars, who have tended to attribute it  p rim arily  to 

Ravel's experience o f the horrors o f W orld  W ar I. M anuel Rosenthal finds in  La 

Valse, starting at the second half, a k in d  o f anguish, a very dram atic feeling o f 

death. He w rites "instead o f ending merely b rillia n tly , it  ends b rillia n tly  bu t 

w ith  a sort o f c r y . . ."13 James Burnett states that in  La Valse there is some

13 N ichols, Ravel Remembered, p. 63.
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indefinable though unmistakable sense o f a dance macabre, a frenetic energy 

w hich carries more than a h in t o f doom. He claims that "w hether or not the 

haunt o f death that hangs over i t  can be d irectly  a ttributed to the w ar and its 

consequences, is and m ust remain an open question."14 For A rbie Orenstein, the 

concluding passages open up a fresh dim ension in  Ravel's art, that o f tension 

bordering on the breaking point. Orenstein says " it  is apparent that the 

d isorientation o f W orld W ar I  and the composer's personal g rie f fo llow ing  his 

m other's death have been sublimated in  this fantastic and fatal w h irlin g "15.

Ravel, however, disputed this interpretation: D uring an interview , he 

openly explained: " I  d id  not envision a dance o f death or a struggle between life  

and death...It is a dancing, w h irling , almost hallucinatory ecstasy, an increasingly 

passionate and exhausting w h irlw in d  o f dancers, who are overcome and 

exhilarated by nothing b u t 'the w a ltz '." ̂

That others, m yself included, sense in  La Valse a struggle whereas Ravel 

apparently d id  not by no means invalidates that reaction. A nd the various 

sources to w hich that struggle is attributed— death, w ar, hallucinatory ecstasy— 

strike me as equally plausible. But I  believe there is also another, to w hich I  

referred earlier: that Ravel's is a struggle fo r autonom y from  Strauss and fo r 

m usical self-expression. The composer's own words suggest this. O n the one 

hand, Ravel intended La Valse as the "apotheosis" o f a Viennese w altz and a 

tribu te  to the genius o f Johann Strauss; in  any creative artist, there is 

understandably a tension between the w ish to honor and the drive  to d istinguish

14 James Burnett, Ravel: His life and Times (Kent: M idas, 1983), p. 112.

15 Orenstein, "M aurice Ravel," American Scholar 64/1 (W in te r/1995), p. 95.

16 "The French M usic Festival: A n  In terview  w ith  Ravel," De Telegraaf 
(September 30,1922). The article is in itia led  "C.V.W .".
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oneself from  a revered predecessor. On the other hand, Ravel indicated that the 

exceptional d iffic u lty  o f w ritin g  a Viennese w altz led him  to compose, instead, a 

sym phonic w altz—an acknowledgement o f Strauss's mastery o f the genre and, if  

on ly by im plication, o f Ravel's fear o f no t meeting the challenge.

The struggle that we hear in  La Valse is, I  believe, revealed in  the tension 

between the waltzes and the Eingang sections. The form er are Ravel's portrayal 

o f the Straussian w altz, the la tte r resist the p u ll o f Strauss's au thority . Together, 

they give La Valse its singular sophistication and com plexity.

W OZZECK

In  his book on A lban Berg, Theodor Adorno revered Wozzeck as a 

com position that brings to lig h t the aspects of Buchner's w o rk  that had been 

buried. A dorno wrote: "G iven a lite ra ry  w ork o f this k in d  m usic could easily 

seem superfluous, mere dup lica tion  o f the drama's own underly ing  substance, o f 

that w h ich  makes it  a poetic w o rk ." He continues:

In  order to understand the relationship between Berg's 
m eticulously crafted opera and Buchner's in tentiona lly sketch-like 
fragments, it  may be w e ll to remember that one hundred years lie 
between drama and the com position. W hat Berg composed is 
sim ply w hat m atured in  Buchner during  the intervening decades o f 
obscurity.

The substance o f Adorno's comments is central to m y purpose here: that 

the opera, Wozzeck, effects an h istorica l revision in  w hich Buchner's aesthetic 

realism  is transform ed by and in to  Berg's work. The key questions, thus, are 

w hat was there about Buchner's 1836 Woyzeck that had changed one hundred

17 Theodor Adorno, Alban Berg, Master of the Smallest Link, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U niversity Press, 1991), p. 84.
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years later?; and how  d id  Berg reflect this change in  his w ork, preventing the 

opera from  being, in  Adorno's words, a mere duplication o f the drama's own 

underlying substance?

Buchner's Woyzeck, though w ritte n  some 75 years before German 

expressionism became an established movement, had in  i t  many elements which 

expressionists regarded as antic ipation o f the ir ow n interests and concerns.1® 

The play is based on a real event that took place in  Leipzig: in  1821 Johann 

C ristian Woyzeck, an ex-soldier and barber, m urdered his mistress, a Frau 

Woost, fo r being un fa ith fu l to h im . Buchner d id  not mechanically im itate, but 

rather—as in  the works o f the expressionists themselves— transformed reality 

in to  a heightened and d istorted actuality. I t  is this anticipation o f expressionism 

in  Wozzeck that is brought to life  through Berg's m usical language, the effect of 

w h ich  is, in  fact, precisely such a heightened and d istorted actuality.

As in  Chapter 3 ,1 w ill focus m y attention here on the Tavern Scene (Act II, 

Scene 4); bu t where I  was concerned earlier w ith  the association o f w altzing w ith  

the character o f M arie specifically, here I  w ill examine the scene's fou r wraltz 

sections in  detail. These are no t the opera's firs t waltzes: Berg introduces two 

b rie f w altz sections in  the second scene o f the same act. There, the captain and 

the doctor meet in  the street, the form er te rrified  by the latter's suggestion that 

he may become a case fo r c lin ica l investigation. We firs t hear a w altz (also 

m arked in  the score) when the doctor makes his critica l remarks, starting at m. 

202: "A nd  you, now! Hm ! Bloated, fat, th ick neck, apoplectic constitution!..." The

1® For the discussion o f German expressionism and Buchner see Maurice 
Benn, The Drama of Revolt: A  Critical study of Georg Buchner (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U niversity Press, 1976), pp. 41-102; Ronald Hauser, Georg Buchner 
(New York: Twayne, 1974), pp. 93-126.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



w altz is interrupted at m. 215 fo r 16 measures u n til the doctor, once more, begins 

perversely playing on the captain's fears.

Im m ediately after this b rie f second waltz section, Wozzeck passes by 

qu ickly and salutes the tw o men. But the captain—who recovers from  his 

previous m isery at once— and the doctor do not le t h im  go. Instead, they amuse 

themselves by taunting Wozzeck about M arie and her fondness fo r another man. 

N ow  Wozzeck's suspicions o f his w ife 's in fid e lity  are confirm ed in  his m ind. 

The waltzes here associated w ith  discom fort and fear o f exposure (the captain's) 

and w ith  the rage and shame o f cuckoldry (Wozzeck's) foreshadow those o f the 

Tavern Scene, where Wozzeck's eyes are fu lly  opened to M arie's treachery.

Am ong the most realistic elements we fin d  in  Buchner's play are the 

folksongs that are libe ra lly  interspersed throughout the w ork. I t  was in  and 

through these songs that Buchner fe lt he could come closest to the real life  o f the 

people, an aesthetic idea that he valued highly. Thus, the songs he favored were 

no t the id y llic  or nostalgic songs beloved of the Romantics, b u t those that he 

him self had heard on the lips o f carters, artisans, soldiers, and servant women—  

songs suggestive o f the cynicism  and hum or o f the people w ith  an underlying 

sense of tragedy.19 In  the Tavern Scene, Buchner indicates in  the stage directions 

that there is dancing. He uses the w ord tanz, w ithou t specifying the k ind  o f 

dance. Berg's choice o f dance is the waltz, the most popular genre in  19th- 

century Europe, and he elaborates on Buchner's aesthetic idea o f realism  by 

draw ing upon the waltz.

Berg does not quote any Viennese waltzes or other fo lk  m usic o f 

Btichner's time. Neither does he compose waltzes w ith in  the lim its  o f his atonal 

language. Instead, he takes the Viennese waltz id iom  and d istorts its rom antic

19 John Reddick, Georg Buchner: The Shattered Whole (O xford: Clarendon 
Press, 1994), p. 112.
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tonal m usical language w ithou t d istorting its identity  as waltz. The m usic is 

heard as Viennese waltzes o f the period in  w hich Buchner's play is set, and yet, 

at the same time, it  can be fu lly  understood only in  terms o f Berg's atonal 

musical language. Thus by not abandoning his atonal language to the pu re ly  

tonal qu a lity  o f these early waltzes—in  other words, by representing and not 

merely reproducing them—Berg elim inates the joyfu l, b righ t conventional 

meaning o f the Viennese w altz, and brings to the surface the underlying sense o f 

tragedy tha t was suggested by Buchner.

To tha t end, Berg uses tw o d istinct techniques fo r m anipu la ting the 

rom antic Viennese waltz. The firs t is reflected in  the large-scale organization o f 

the scene. The Tavern Scene is not a complete w altz; neither is it  composed o f a 

chain o f waltzes. Rather, several wraltzes and their fragments are interspersed 

throughout the scene. Berg's waltzes alternate w ith  non-waltz sections tha t have 

a very d is tinc t sonority and other m usical characteristics. These non-w altz 

sections create an effect o f alienation and create a distance between the listener 

and the em otional, tw irlin g  music o f the waltzes (See Figure 1 fo r the overa ll 

view  o f the w a ltz sections throughout the scene).

The second technique concerns the d isto rtion w ith in  the w altz sections. 

Two m usical styles co-exist sim ultaneously in  the waltzes: on the one hand, we 

hear tona lly centered music carrying at least the basic musical characteristics o f 

the waltz, such as the accompaniment, and a re latively regular phrase structure; 

on the other, there is atonal, non-m elodic music w ith  Sprechstimme, w h ich  tends 

to obscure the listener's appreciation o f the w altz 's rom antic associations. In  the 

tavern, Berg's waltzes are perform ed on stage by a group o f players called fo r in  

the score. W hile  he is representing the waltzes o f Buchner's tim e through the 

stage band, he was also able to d is to rt them through the music played by the p it 

orchestra. He creates a collage by alternating between not only tw o d is tin c t
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styles, b u t also two d iffe rent media, the stage band and the p it orchestra— an 

effect even more evident when they p lay tw o d is tinct styles sim ultaneously. In  

this way, Berg also enables his characters to sing in  Sprechstimme style -w ith the 

orchestral accompaniment w ithout changing the ambiance o f the Tavern. This 

technique does not apply to the In terlude where there is no singing. Instead, 

Berg distorts the tonal structure in  the In terlude by po ly tona lity  that creates a 

very dissonant effect and decreases the sense o f a rriva l.20

To re turn to the analysis o f the Tavern Scene, I  id e n tify  fou r m usical 

sections that use the conventions o f the w a ltz  (see Figure 1):

Figure 1: Berg, Wozzeck, waltzes in the Tavern Scene.

A  B
(scene begins) m. 481

Interlude: Landler : Artisans' (orchestra
(stage band) conversation "laughing")

Marie's i Hunters' Andres  Hunters'
waltz chorus chorus

(stagehand)

C D
m. 593 // m. 633 m.671//recurrence of , Landler , i recurrence of i

Landler (A) : aS S S ™ . . .  I cadence Id,otenters I Marie's waltz (B); (endofscene)
(stagehand) I 4 ------------ i---- (stagehand)-----,

1 ' -------'  J
Andres and Wozzeck

Wozzeck converse (pit orchestra)
(pit orchestra)

20 In  a lecture on Wozzeck, Berg declared that he used "so called 
p o ly ton a lity " in  order to create a harm onically p rim itive  music, such as fo lk  
songs and popular songs. Hans Redlich, Alban Berg: Versuch einer Wiirdigung 
(Vienna: Universal, 1957), trans. in  Douglas Jarman, Alban Berg: Wozzeck
(Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 1989), p. 161.
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The scene is preceded by an orchestral interlude that functions as a 

transition between scenes 3 and 4 (labeled A  in  Figure 1). Berg calls this 

orchestral in terlude a Landler, a dance o f A ustria and southern Germany in  a 

slow 3 /4  tim e. I t  orig inated as a fo lk  dance fo r couples, and was superseded in  

the 19th-century by the fashionable waltz.

The in terlude displays several characteristics o f the 19th-century waltz: 

the typ ica l accompaniment pattern is w e ll established throughout, the phrase 

structure is quite regular, and it  is one o f the most tonally oriented sections o f the 

entire opera. The strong bass movement establishes the tonal sense despite the 

foggy harmonies. However, Berg uses po ly tonality, w h ich  divides the tonal 

center and elim inates the established tonal effect. The opening dom inant up-beat 

to the ton ic quite convincingly suggests the key o f G m inor. The fo llow ing  

cadential progression, in  fact, establishes the key (see Example 5 /8 ).

Example 5/8: Berg, Wozzeck, Act II, Interlude to Scene 4, mm. 414-417.
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music proceeds;

one part o f the orchestra stays in  the tonic, w h ile  the other pa rt leads to a cadence
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on D  major, the dom inant, thus creating tw o layers o f harmony: tonic and the 

dom inant o f G m inor. This sp lit becomes more obvious when, at the end o f the 

firs t section, a perfect authentic cadence in  G is heard sim ultaneously w ith  an E- 

fla t triad, creating an illus ion  o f E -fla t m ajor and weakening the conclusive effect 

o f the cadence in  G (see Example 5/9).

Example 5/9: Berg, Wozzeck, Act II, Interlude to Scene 4, mm. 428-429.

4 2 8

m

m -Q—

A  few bars later, Berg confirm s the key o f G m inor w hile  the curtain 

ascends and the stage band starts to play. As soon as an artisan stands up and 

starts singing in  the key o f G m inor, we retrospectively perceive the previous 

Landler as a prelude to this song. This effect is significant because, w ith  a ll the 

preparation and anticipation, the entrance o f the singer w ith  a w onderfu lly ly ric  

and expressive m elody becomes an especially dram atic moment. Yet, before we 

have a chance to settle in to  the expected em otional state, the song is in terrupted 

w ith  a frenzy o f trip lets played by the orchestra, as though the music were 

laughing at the drunken singer (see Example 5/10).
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Example 5/10: Berg, Wozzeck, Act II, Scene 4, mm. 442-447.

•M2

m i  ■■■ 7 ii*

Tja
Das ist nicht

2S=

Teh hab' ein H e m d -le in  an, das ist nicht m ein,-

Stage band m

m

445

m ein...

■ t  .. .1 • . r .. <u — Hu-----------
- A - f ------- ---------------------------- — 1 - • ; 1 1 f

See -  Ie stinkt nach Brann - te - wein.U nd  mei
Stage band

r— 3 1 r \Orchestra

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



A t letter B o f Figure 1, we hear a w altz again when the artisans, soldiers, 

and g irls go back on the dance floo r and begin to dance. Am ong them are M arie 

and the D rum -m ajor. W hen the m usic arrives at a cadence, on E m inor, W ozzeck 

comes rushing up and sees M arie w altzing past w ith  the D rum -m ajor. W ozzeck 

m utters w ith  rage, "He! and she! H e ll and dam nation!" Dancing past h im , M arie 

exclaims w ith  ecstasy, "[O jn  and on, on and on." Wozzeck im itates her on a 

higher p itch, repeating "on  and on, on and on," and sinks dow n on a bench near 

the dance-floor, m uttering to him self, 'T u rn ! tu rn  around! W hy doesn't God 

pu t ou t the sun?" H is to ta lly  free style o f singing begins to b lu r the w a ltz  effect. 

The orchestra joins the stage band on the w ord "sun," m. 517, and distracts the 

stage band's w altz w ith  dissonant trip le ts, a texture that is associated w ith  the 

earlier orchestral laughter that in terrupted to the firs t artisan's song. W hen 

M arie and the D rum -m ajor w altz past Wozzeck a second time, a syncopated 

texture begins at m. 546, thus dissolving the w altz effect even fu rthe r. The 

texture grows denser, and Wozzeck becomes more and more incensed. No 

longer able to contro l him self, he is about to storm onto the dance-floor wdien the 

w altz abruptly and unexpectedly ends at m. 559, this tim e not on ly  fo r the 

spectator bu t fo r W ozzeck as w ell. The men and g irls  leave the dance-floor; 

Wozzeck gives up and sits dow n again.

The th ird  w a ltz  section occurs at letter C when the opening Landler 

reappears w h ile  Andres and Wozzeck are conversing. The stage band plays the 

Landler as the tw o men sing over the p it orchestra. Here the alienation effect is 

very pow erful. F irst, Berg emphasizes the ir alienation from  the tavern and its 

crowd by having them sing over the other medium, the p it orchestra. A nd  the 

audience— which, hearing the Landler and W ozzeck-Andres singing 

sim ultaneously, feels unsettled— experiences a distance from  the tavern
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atmosphere and thus from  the w altz being played w ith in  it. M oreover, the 

Landler is not repeated in  its entirety. As Andres walks out, w h istling  along w ith  

the Landler, the artisan begins his drunken sermon, and the stage band starts to 

p lay fo r him . The waltz-effect is suspended u n til the very last mom ent o f the 

artisan's song, where he sings the cadential passage from  the Landler (m. 633; see 

Example 5/12).

Example 5/12: Berg, Wozzeck, Act II, Scene 4, mm. 630-634.

630 - 3

A-ber al-Ies ir  -  di-sche ist ei-tel; selbstdas Geldgeht in  Ver-wesung u-ber.

m  ' t j — ft
Stage band

be? -feg-
■bo-

633
Landlertempo

» m.
Poco allegro

7 0
— — l !. « . . .  y — ---------------:------------------

— r t\0  J W —

und mei See-le stinkt nachBrann -  te -  wein.

Orchestra
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Later in  the scene, at letter D we hear the orchestral laughter fo r one last 

time when the id io t suddenly appears and approaches Wozzeck. W hile the 

members o f the band are tun ing the ir instrum ents, the Id io t creeps close to 

Wozzeck and sings s ly ly , "Joyful, jo y fu l." Wozzeck does no t look at the id io t 

u n til he hears h im  exclaim, "[B ]u t I  can sm ell blood." By then, the tun ing o f the 

instruments is over, and the Stage Band starts to play. M arie's W altz (letter B) 

overlaps w ith  W ozzeck's, echoing the w ords "blood!, b lood!" The men, g irls 

and soldiers, M arie and D rum -m ajor in  the ir m idst begin to dance again. W hile 

Wozzeck is screaming, " [fit 's  a ll going red, as though they were a ll w a llow ing  in  

blood," this last w a ltz  (letter D) leads in to  the interlude w hich in  tu rn  leads into 

the next scene.

Berg achieves a sense o f completeness in  the larger structure o f the Tavern 

Scene; bu t the repeated aborting o f the w altz-like feeling leaves the audience 

perpetually unsatisfied, puzzled, and disoriented. Secure in  his listeners' 

fam ilia rity  w ith  the w altz and confident o f the associations i t  has fo r them, Berg 

sets up their expectations— and then pu lls the rug out from  under the ir feet.

Ravel and Berg are only tw o among the many 20th-century composers 

who found in  the Viennese w altz id io m  an interesting, and perhaps also 

challenging, subject fo r the ir ow n com positions. R ichard Strauss, fo r instance, 

makes reference to the w altz both in  Der Rosenkavalier, wrhere he uses a varian t o f 

Josef Strauss's w altz Dynamiden, and in  Arabella. Wagner's enthusiasm fo r 

Johann Strauss finds its expression in  the w altz o f K lingsor's F lower Maidens in  

Parsifal, w hile  M ahler introduced a grotesque version o f the w a ltz  in  his F ifth  

Symphony. A nd S travinsky quotes Lanner’s Die Schonbrunner in  Petrushka.

The extent and nature o f the citations vary among composers: some refer 

to a w ell-know n m otive; others use the d istinctive accompaniment figure ; almost
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a ll signal the ir subject m atter w ith  the trip le  meter. W hat is absolutely consistent 

is the recognizability o f the subject w ith in  the in d iv id u a l style o f the composers. 

I f  the composer stylizes the Viennese w altz id io m  too greatly, we cannot hear, 

recognize, and appreciate the subject; i f  the subject is too dom inant, the result is 

reductive— a poor im ita tio n  o f a Viennese w altz. The sophistication o f Ravel's 

and Berg's efforts lies at least in  pa rt in  the delicate balance o f the tw o 

components.

Their success, however, depends on another element as w ell: the 

audience. In  m y discussion o f the use o f the w a ltz  in  opera and ballet in  Chapter 

3, I  pointed ou t that the composers o f these dram atic, narrative musical pieces 

have recourse to know ledge, experience, and conventions that they share w ith  

the audience, and that they re ly on these to communicate w ith  the audience. So, 

too, w ith  waltzes about waltzes: unless the audience is fam ilia r w ith  the pure 

Viennese w altz, w ith  the Straussian style, listen ing to La Valse or Petrushka's 

w altz may be aesthetically pleasing, bu t the composer's purpose—w hat the w altz 

means, i f  you w ill— is lost. O ver the course o f th is study, I  have examined the 

w a ltz  from  its inception to the early 20th century, through its considerable 

m usical and social changes and perm utations. A nd  I  emphasized its association 

w ith  romance, sensuality, sexuality, and the do w n fa ll o f women. A lthough the 

w ild  enthusiasm fo r the Viennese waltz, bo th the dance and the music, had a ll 

b u t disappeared by the tim e Ravel and Berg composed, they and the ir audiences 

s till recognized and shared those associations. The ir m usical in tent depends 

upon that common ground.

B ut w hat o f the fu tu re  o f the waltz? C ertainly, no dance has remained as 

popu la r fo r as long, o r has influenced concert m usic as greatly, as has the w altz. 

Even the m inuet, despite its tremendous presence in  non-dance music, had a 

brie fer stay in  the lim e lig h t and enjoyed a m uch narrow er range o f expression
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than d id  the w altz. Waltzes continue to be danced (albeit rarely i f  ever w ith  the 

grace and abandon that made the atmosphere in  a 19th-century ballroom  so 

h igh ly charged), and they continue to be composed.

As fo r w hat the w altz says: it  appears s till to retain its rom antic—perhaps 

now more sentim ental— connotation, even among audiences who know  little , if  

anything, about the Viennese w altz trad ition . However, at the close o f the 20th 

century, the association o f the w altz specifically w ith  women is already greatly 

attenuated; and the eroticism  the w altz  connoted in  the past has a ll b u t lost its 

stigma.
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