
Aims 
• Gain knowledge of the essential elements of a waltz 
• Gain knowledge of the development of the waltz from German folk dance 

idioms 
• Gain a picture of the importance of the waltz in 18th and 19th century culture 
• Experience listening to a variety of waltzes. Gain knowledge of their 

particular contribution to the genre. 
• Find elements in these pieces that can be extracted for use in own 

improvisation or composition. Such as melodic, harmonic, rhythmic and 
textural elements. 

• Notice elements used in the execution of waltzes. What makes a waltz really 
dance? Apply these to own playing. 

• Learn basic elements of harmony that can be applied to create waltz style 
accompaniments. Work towards using these flexibly to gain an ability to 
improvise in the style. 

• Learn how to transform these into possibilities for melodic invention. 
• Learn basic elements of rhythm and learn to combine these with the melodic 

and harmonic elements previously studied to create interesting melodic lines 
and accompaniment figures. Learn to make them dance. 

 
Pupil should be able to: 

• Improvise and/or compose waltzes in a variety of tempos/feels. Show control 
over elements of harmony, melody, rhythm and texture. 

• Name several composers of waltzes and well-known waltzes in their output. 
Be able to sing/play small sections of these waltzes. 

• Talk about the changing role of the waltz since its induction into Viennese 
culture in the 18th century. 

 
Shostokovich – second waltz 
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Waltzes have been danced since they were 
first introduced to high-society ballrooms 
in the middle of the 18th century. Recently, 
shows like the BBC’s ‘Strictly Come 
Dancing’ have done much to revive interest 
in the genre. 

 
The Waltz was developed from a dance 
from Germanic folk culture called the 
Ländler. It became so popular in Vienna (in 
Austria) in the 19th century that ballrooms 
were built to house as many as 6,000 

dancers at one time. 
 
The music for the dance has evolved much 

over its 250 year history, with many well-known composers contributing their own 
Waltz compositions that have become well-loved by a great number of people. 
 
 The Waltz has featured in 
ballets, operas, on the concert 
stage as a solely musical item 
and has been adapted for pop 
songs, musical theatre and jazz 
in the 20th/21st Century. 
 
The Waltz provides musicians, 
both professionals and aspiring 
learners with a rich and 
exciting genre to explore both 
in terms of improvisation, 
composition and playing the 
vast variety of music available 
to play from some of the 
world’s finest composers. 
 

Circled: Vienna – the city in which the waltz reached its huge 
popularity in the 19th Century. The Vienesse Waltz is one of the most 
well known sub-genres of the Waltz – a highly energic form of the 
dance. 

Artem Chigvintsev and Kara Tointon dancing the 
Viennese waltz on BBC1 ‘Strictly Come Dancing’ in 
2011 
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Waltzes can be relatively simple to learn for a beginner but will continue to provide 
new and exciting music to explore for any musician, including advanced players. 

 

 The Blue Danube River 
Introduce the dance. Waltz essentials 

The most essential part at the heart of any Waltz is its 3/4 time signature. Have 
a listen to one of the most well known Waltzes of all time – ‘An der schönen blauen 
Donau’ (‘By the beautiful blue danube’, more commonly know in English as ‘the 
Blue Danube Waltz’) by the waltz king himself – Johann Strauss II. After a 
sensationally beautiful introduction, the gently lilting Waltz theme begins. 

  
Try counting in 3 along to the music. What is unusual about the pulse in the 

music?  
 
The lilting effect of this treatment of the pulse is a traditional part of the 

performance of a Vienesse Waltz. 
 
The most common and simplest way of setting up the 3/4 pulse of the waltz is 

to take a triad and play the tonic on the first beat then play the remaining two notes 
(the 3rd and 5th) on the 2nd and 3rd beat. 

 
Let us set our Waltz in the key of C major. Play a C major triad (chord I in this 

key). Play the C low in the bass with the LH and follow it with the E and G, played 
below middle C with the RH. Play this four times in succession. 

 
 
Try copying the lilting feel from ‘the Blue Danube Waltz’. To achieve this, 

anticipate the second beat with the first of the RH chords and play the second of the 
chords exactly back in time on the third beat. 

 
This has already provided you with one effective way to play an intro to a 

Waltz. If you have another instrumentalist to play with who can provide a melody, 
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you’re now already capable of playing a simple Waltz together that people could 
dance to. 
 
Changing the LH 

You can make your Waltz more intresting by making a couple of very simple 
changes to the LH. 

 
Have a listen to the opening of ‘Frühlingsstimmen’ (Voices of Spring) by 

Johann Strauss II. After four bars of a 
high string melody, the Waltz ostinato 
begins. Listen to the basses. 

 
These two notes are the root and 

the 5th of the chord. 
 
We can add this to our Waltz 

ostinato. We opened our Waltz with a chord of C. C is the tonic and G is the fifth of 
the chord. We will now alternate between these to form the bass part. Varying the 
octave of both notes gives us a few possibilities. Below are 4 examples. 
 

 
Another possibility for varying the bass would be a stepwise movement in 

crotchets, targetting the tonic. After three bars of the initial pattern we are going to 
work on a fourth bar that starts on a pitch somewhere underneath the tonic and then 
moves up in step to land on the tonic on the first beat of the next bar. This will create 
the effect of the music driving forwards towards the next repeat of the Waltz ostinato. 

  
We need three crotchet moving up in step before landing on a C, four notes in 

all. Working backwards, play a C and then play 3 notes moving downwards, in the 
scale of C major. You will arrive on a G. This becomes the first note of the fourth bar. 
Reversing the order produces G, A, B, C. These are the notes that form the crotchet 
movement in the fourth bar, leading back to C. 
 

 
 

Interesting fact 
The word ‘Waltz’ is taken from the 
German ‘Waltzen’ – to revolve, 
describing the turning character of 
the dance moves 



Learn to play a waltz 
James Buckham 

 4 

This walk up works well at the end of the intro, to lead into the main body of 
the Waltz, or just as something to vary the ostinato beneath the melody. 

 
Incidently, you might have thought we could also use the walk down that we 

used to locate the G in the 3rd bar. It could be used on its own or in combination with 
the walk up for additional variety. 
 

Here are both possibilities. 

  
There are many other possibilities for varying the pattern. You could consider 

walking down instead of up to the C, or using semi-tones or a different pattern of 
notes to target either C or G. 
 
Begin the dance – creating the harmony for the first section of the Waltz 

The driving force behind a Waltz that makes it danceable is the ostinato figure 
expressing its 3/4 feel. The pattern that we worked on in the last section performs this 
task well, but we need to learn to vary the harmony to avoid monotony. This will then 
leave us ready to allow the melody to take off over the foundation we’ve created. 

 
Listen to the Waltz from the beginning of Act 1 of the ballet ‘Swan Lake’ by 

Tchaikovsky. 
 

During the first main theme of 
the Waltz listen for when the harmony 
changes. This section (and the intro) is 
mostly comprised of just two different 
chords which alternate. 

 
What are the two chords? 

Predictably one of these is the tonic of 
the piece – A major. This is the one 
the feels settled – like the music has 
returned home. The other feels taunter 
and less settled and feels like it wants 
resolving. This is the character of the 
dominant (chord V) of a piece of music. 

 
Let us use this idea to create the ‘rhythm section’ for our Waltz. 
 
What is the dominant of C major? It is built on the 5th note of the C major scale 

– G. Forming a triad using this as the root and the notes of the C major scale to find 
the other two notes produces a G major chord. 

 
We’ll insert this into our Waltz pattern, playing four bars of C major followed 

by four bars of G major. 

The waltz from ‘Swan Lake’ 
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Play just the tonic of each chord on the first beat of each bar with the LH and 

fill the other two beats with notes 3 and 5 of the chord. 

 
 

This sounds OK, but the RH has to jump quite a long way when you change 
from C to G. This is both awkward mechanically and also creates a bump in the 
sound. It would be better to find chords to play over C and G that are closer together. 

 
There are several options for improvement. 
 
If we choose for now to stick with E and G on the C chord, we need to change 

what we are playing over the G chord to notes that are closer. The top note G is also 
part of the triad of G major. Therefore we can use this on the G chord for a 
completely smooth sound. We need to choose one other note. The other two notes in 
the G major triad are B and D. Try each of them in turn with the G to form the RH 
chords over the G chord in the pattern above. You will be able to play either of them 
in two different octaves and still be able to reach the G in one hand. 

 
Which of the four options do you prefer? All of them could be possibilities at 

some point during the Waltz, it depends on the effect required. 
 
Do the same exercise, this time keeping the G and the B on the G chord and 

changing the notes on the C chord. 
 
A quick adjustment to the bass… 

Now we have the RH chords sorted we can use the more interesting bass part 
we worked on earlier. 

 
To keep the pattern consistent, we need to also use the root and the fifth over 

the G chord. This means alternating between C and G over the C chord then G and D 
over the G chord. Changing the octave and order of these notes creates many 
possibilities. Experiment with some of them using the RH chords we used in the 
previous section. 

 
A particularly easy to play and smooth sounding version would be the 

following: 

 
 

Which degrees of the scale are you using on the C chord? This voicing is the 
one used by Tchaikovsky in the horns just before the main melody enters. It has a 
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open, stately sound, caused by the missing 3rd in the chord, which would usually 
provide the warmth of the chord. 
 
A note of tension… 

Just one little harmonic addition for a little touch of colour to the music. 
 
Play a G major triad. Continue up two notes from the D within the scale of C 

(our key) to find the first extension to chord V – F. This is the dominant 7th within the 
chord of G major. Play this ontop of the G major triad and you have a chord known as 
a Dominant 7th. The 7th adds a certain tension to the chord, it is not settled sitting on 
its own and wants to be resolved. Play it with a G low in the LH followed by a chord 
of C to feel the tension relax as the chord resolves to its tonic. The chord symbol for 
this chord is G7 – the 7 stands for ‘Dominant 7th’ 

 
To include this in our ostinato, we pick just two of the essential notes from the 

G chord. As a tip, including notes that are common to two chords that follow each 
other in a progression often sounds good. It also makes things somewhat easier to 
play! Which pitch is contained in both chords? Now add the 7th to this. 

 
Here is a classic Waltz ostinato part, using this method. 

 
 

There are many options. Experiment with a few. 
 
Putting this together 

You have now built up a resource of simple but effective ideas for RH voicings 
and LH basslines for use over two of the most common harmonies in Waltz music – I 
and V. We can now start to use these ideas more flexibly to produce our completed 
ostinato – the beating heart of a Waltz. A melody then can easily be added by another 
instrumentalist or if you are playing on your own, the section after this one will get 
you started playing your own melody lines. 

 
Take a listen to ‘Waltz of the flowers’ from the ballet ‘the Nutcracker’ by 

Tchaikovsky. There is an extended intro and then the Waltz ostinato begins in the 
strings. Count the number of bars from when the main theme begins in the french 
horns until it repeats. 16-bars is a standard section length in a Waltz – multiples of 8 
feel musically logical and allow the dancers to fit their steps in the right places. 

 
Here is an example progression that you could use for the main A-section of 

your Waltz. 
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Choose a voicing for use over the C and 
the G chords and practice this progression. 
Try giving the LH bass part a melodic 
quality – you can move around freely 
using notes 1 and 5 within the chord in 
different octaves. Imagine your LH is the 
double bass section of the orchestra – give 
them something interesting to play. 

 
Remember the most important thing 

is always to make it dance. Give each RH 
chord the most energetic staccato you can 
muster – lift the dancers off the floor. This 
applies whether you are playing forte or 
piano. When playing piano you will need 

to use twice as much energy as when playing forte to keep the music dancing. 
 
A couple of notes on the above progression: 

• The G chord could also be played as G7 and the G7 chords could be played as 
just G. The dominant 7th is an extension that will always work on chord V of 
the key. 

• The final G7 is written in brackets as this a turnaround harmony. A 
turnaround is a chord or a series of chords right at the end of a section where 
the harmony has landed back home on I. The turnaround creates a closed loop 
that leads briefly away from chord I before turning back on itself to land again 
on chord I on the first beat of the next section. It makes the harmony that 
would otherwise be static at the end of the section more interesting and allows 
a repeat of the entire section. You would leave out this chord at the end of the 
Waltz and just stay on the C. It is optional otherwise. 

• Try playing just a held chord with both hands for the final bar, or final two 
bars of the section. This will create some contrast in the music and show your 
listener and/or dancers that the section is coming to a end. You can experiment 
will using this elsewhere in the progression but note that it does create a break 
in the rhythm of the dance. 

 
Try creating your own 16-bar progressions. Fill in the charts below with either 

C, G or G7 and practice playing them. Try starting with G7 on at least one of them 
and notice the effect. 
 
1. 
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2. 

 
 
 
3. 

 
 

After you have done a few of these you should find that you are able to 
improvise 16-bar progressions spontaneously. 
 
 


