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The Harvard Dictionary of Music defines the waltz as “A dance in moderate triple time that originated c. 1800 and not only has retained its popularity to the present day, but has, time and again, inspired composers.” (Apel 922)  This dance, however, has many connotations and associations much grander than such a cut and dry definition.  Even the dictionary entry for the waltz alludes to this saying, “As a dance in which the partners embraced one another, the waltz evoked both enthusiastic response and violent protest.” (Apel 923)


Like any dance, the waltz has a history of how it developed; it did not simply appear on the earth of its own volition.  Unlike other dances, however, its origins are easily found in historical accounts of the nineteenth century, when it was born.


The waltz developed from an older, traditional Austrian dance: the Ländler (Fantel 12 & 31).  One report of the early nineteenth century Austrian countryside says: 

“During the long spring and fall seasons, and during the mild summers… spacious gardens and courtyards were filled daily from about four in the afternoon until the early hours… Groups of strolling musicians would pass from one to another of these inns, entertaining the patrons with tunes… – the lilting Ländler….” (Fantel 12)

As Henry Higgins could tell people’s origins by distinct ways of speaking English in Shaw’s Pygmalian, so too, different regions of Austria all had distinct ways of dancing the Ländler.  (The Ländler from which the waltz derives is a product of Styria and Upper Austria, two states (Bundesland) in upper Austria (Herger).)  However, all Ländlers hold in common certain characteristics: it is a couple dance where a male and female hold each other close and dance to music in triple time, going in a circle around the room (www.volkstanz.at).  Out in the country where such dances were originally found, floors were typically earthen, but when the Ländler was introduced into the ballrooms of Vienna, parquet floors allowed faster movement (Herger).  Also, in keeping with ideas of proper behavior, smoother, gliding steps replaced energetic leaps and stomping (this was also made easier by urban slippers, as opposed to rural boots) (Fantel 31).  Once the Ländler had undergone adjustment in Viennese ballrooms, it became quite another dance and therefore required its own name: the “waltz” (coming from the verb “walzer”, meaning “to revolve”).

The Ländler was very much a dance meant to help youth impress each other romantically (Herger).  Boys and girls coupled off and held each other, as in modern Western couple dancing.  This, of course, was acceptable in the countryside, but scandalous to those of better breeding who were more accustomed to dances like the minuet where couples kept each other at arm’s length (January).  One eighteenth century account describes this “scandal” in language reflecting an upper class view typical of the time:

“The men dancers held up the dresses of their partners very high so that they should not trail and be stepped on, wrapped themselves both tightly in the covering, bringing their bodies as closely together as possible, and thus whirling about went on in the most indecent positions....” (January)

When dancing through the Ländler, the boys would all break from the dance to go into the center of the circle and sing for the girls in order to impress them, and then take their partners back up and go back to dancing the different figures (Herger).  The waltz inherited this romantic focus by retaining the male/female couple and by making men and women hold on tightly to each other, very close together (Fantel 31), much to the dismay of such morally conscious figures as the poet Lord Byron who commented, “Round all the confines of the yielded waist/ The strongest hand may wander undisplaced:/ The lady’s in return may grasp as much/ As princely paunches offer to her touch.”  (Jonas 169).


Though Johann Strauss is one of the most famous names attached to the waltz (some would argue the name to be synonymous with the word), it was not actually he who brought this new dance into the ballrooms of Vienna, but rather his employer (at least, by some accounts).  At the Sperl ballroom, Michael Pamer led an orchestra that included a soon-to-be-famous violinist: Johann Strauss.  It was with this orchestra that Pamer infected Vienna with the waltz (Fantel 31), giving birth to a relationship – Vienna and waltzing – that would last in people’s minds even through the present.  (This relationship is, of course, not a product of people’s imagination; for instance, every year, Vienna brings in the new year with a concert of Johann Strauss, his son Johann Strauss, Jr. – and others – given by the Vienna Philharmonic (www.wienerphilharmoniker.at).)  Whether or not Pamer actual introduced the waltz to Vienna is a matter of some debate, but he was certainly responsible for much of its initial popularity (Fantel 32) – at least, until Johann Strauss came into his own.


Strauss left Pamer’s orchestra in town to play in a quartet with his former stand-partner Josef Lanner, who had previously left Pamer’s orchestra.  The two men, in fact, not only worked together making music in small coffeehouses, but also lived together to save money.  Such poor fortune, however, did not last long.  Lanner and Strauss were an excellent musical pair and Lanner’s waltzes (which he composed) were well-liked, enough that, from an original quartet, Lanner and Strauss expanded their group into a twenty piece orchestra and were quite successful in Vienna.  Lanner tended to compose waltzes for the orchestra the night before their premieres and one morning was too sick to introduce a waltz to the orchestra, so Strauss became a composer, out of sheer necessity.  The two remained partners for some time, but eventually, their musical personalities caused a separation, though they always remained friends (Fantel 32-37).


In 1833, at the age of twenty-six, Johann Strauss returned to the Sperl, where he had played under Michael Pamer twelve years before, this time to lead his own orchestra, playing his own music.  Richard Wagner (the great German operatic composer) once visited the Sperl while in Vienna and commented, “I shall never forget the almost hysterical response evoked by every piece of Strauss’s in these curious people.  A demon within the Viennese populace seems to be summoned anew at the beginning of ever waltz.”  Even while there was a cholera epidemic killing hundreds daily, the Viennese continued to flock to the ballrooms to dance to Strauss’s waltzes (Fantel 42).


Another visitor in Vienna at this time was the journalist Heinrich Laube.  He wrote at some length on his observation of the Viennese waltzing to Strauss’s music:

…And now begin the preparations for the real dancing.  Very characteristic is the beginning of each dance.  Strauss intones his trembling preludes; panting for full expression they sound tragic….  The Viennese male partner tucks his girl deep in his arm and in the strangest way they sway themselves into the measure.  For a time we hear the prolonged chest tones with which the nightingale begins her songs… then suddenly her resounding trill rings out, the actual dance begins with whirling rapidity and the couple hurls itself into the maelstrom….  The couples waltz straight through any accidental hindrances in their joyful frenzy; no god holds them back, not even the intense heat….” (Fantel 43-44)

The popularity of this dance in Vienna has been ascribed at least two conditions.  First of all, the Austria’s Chancellor at the time was Metternich, who believed absolutely in the divine right of kings and saw himself as the guardian of the monarchy.  To this end, he imposed strict censorship and had private police to help deal with private dissent (Fantel 46-48)  “Dangerous modern ideas,” says a German historian, “were not allowed to penetrate the city.  The police and censor saw to that.  Pleasure and sensuality seemed less dangerous than thinking, and the new Viennese waltz developed from sensuality”  (Graf 231).  Thus, to the Viennese, music and dancing were a release from a stifling political and intellectual atmosphere.  Second of all, it was a dance of the bourgeoisie.  While the minuet had been confined to palaces, the waltz was danced in public ballrooms where one needed only money – not power or political influence – to enter (Fantel 45).  In this way, it reflected how Austria was modernizing socially, if not politically.

This availability to the masses may well be what spread the waltz’s popularity abroad.  Whatever the reason for its popularity spreading, it was, of course, Johann Strauss who actually introduced the dance outside Vienna when he was invited to play at French, Russian, and Prussian courts (Jonas 170).  He even played at the great court ball at Buckingham Palace where nineteen-old-year Victoria (soon to be queen of England) danced “with charming restraint” to Strauss’s waltzes (Fantel 66-67).

Like many dances, the waltz’s tide of popularity has ebbed and flowed in popularity, but it has never disappeared.  In 1919, H. L. Menken wrote,

“The waltz never quite goes out of fashion; it is always just around the corner; every now and then it returns with a bang….  It is sneaking, insidious, disarming, lovely....  The waltz, in fact, is magnificently improper… the art of tone turned lubricious...” (January)

Even now, when social dancing seems to be less important than at other times (certainly less important than in nineteenth century Vienna) and when it often strays far from forms set in past centuries, the waltz has not died out.  Every year, New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day are celebrated in many cities, such as Vienna, Berlin, and even Philadelphia, with concerts and balls, which invariably include, by tradition, Strauss waltzes (www.philorch.org, www.wienerphilharmoniker.at, www.berlin-philharmonic.com).  Between January and Ash Wednesday every year, over one hundred fifty balls are held in Vienna alone, and the waltz is still popular (Herger).  At St. John’s college in Annapolis, MD, students continue to dress up for waltz parties, as they have since women were admitted to the college, nearly fifty years ago.  New songs have been added, such as “Norwegian Wood” by the Beatles, but still, the students waltz as students did one hundred fifty years ago (Treiman).


Certainly the waltz is not so scandalous now as it was at its inception, but all the same, its power to evoke “enthusiastic response”, to retain its popularity, has been well-demonstrated.  From its origins in the country Ländler, it has come far, but it is still a romantic dance where couples can hold each other tight.  It has spread all over, to many countries, but is still associated with Vienna.  It was enormously popular in the nineteenth century, but was still well-loved and danced in the twentieth century and has not disappeared in the twenty-first century.  Whether because of its lilting triple time, romance, or ready accessibility, the waltz has held its own for two centuries already and shows no sign of dying soon.
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