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Introduction to Dmitri Shostakovich's "The Second
Waltz"

Dmitri Shostakovich's "The Second Waltz" is one of the most recognized pieces in the classical
music repertoire, showcasing the composer's unique blend of traditional forms and modern
sensibilities. Written in 1956 as part of his ballet "The Golden Age," this waltz transcends its original
context to become a standalone work that captivates audiences around the world. This article aims
to explore the background, musical characteristics, and cultural significance of "The Second Waltz."

Background of Dmitri Shostakovich

Dmitri Shostakovich was born on September 25, 1906, in Saint Petersburg, Russia. He is considered
one of the most significant composers of the 20th century, known for his orchestral works, chamber
music, and operas. His life and career unfolded against the backdrop of Soviet Russia, which
significantly influenced his music.

Early Life and Education

Shostakovich showed musical talent from an early age, enrolling at the Petrograd Conservatory at
just 13. Here, he studied composition and piano under the guidance of prominent teachers, such as
Maximilian Steinberg. His early works displayed a mastery of form and an understanding of
orchestration, laying the foundation for his later compositions.

Political Climate and Its Influence

The political environment in the Soviet Union during Shostakovich's career was tumultuous. He
faced intense scrutiny from the government, especially after the premiere of his opera "Lady
Macbeth of Mtsensk," which was condemned by the state. This criticism resulted in a complex
relationship with the authorities, compelling Shostakovich to navigate between artistic integrity and
political survival.

Overview of "The Second Waltz"

"The Second Waltz" is part of Shostakovich's ballet "The Golden Age," which premiered in 1930. The
ballet, a satirical portrayal of Soviet life, reflects Shostakovich's ability to infuse humor and social
commentary into his music. Although the ballet itself has become less popular over time, "The



Second Waltz" has emerged as a beloved concert piece, often performed by orchestras around the
world.

Structure and Musical Form

The waltz is structured in the traditional three-part form, characteristic of many classical waltzes. It
consists of:

Exposition1.

Development2.

Recapitulation3.

Each section is marked by distinct musical themes that are developed and transformed throughout
the piece.

Musical Characteristics

Several musical elements make "The Second Waltz" particularly engaging:

Melody: The waltz features a memorable, lyrical melody that captures the listener's attention.
The main theme is playful and light-hearted, with a sense of nostalgia.

Rhythm: True to its waltz form, the piece has a distinct 3/4 time signature, creating an
elegant and flowing rhythm that encourages dance.

Instrumentation: Shostakovich uses a diverse orchestration, incorporating strings,
woodwinds, and brass to create a rich tapestry of sound. The contrasting timbres add depth
and color to the music.

Harmony: The harmonic language is both traditional and innovative. While it adheres to
classical tonality, Shostakovich also employs unexpected harmonic shifts that keep the listener
engaged.

Significance and Legacy

"The Second Waltz" holds a significant place in both the concert repertoire and popular culture. Its
melodic charm and rhythmic vitality have led to its frequent performances and recordings.



Concert Repertoire

Since its composition, "The Second Waltz" has become a staple in the concert repertoire. Orchestras
worldwide perform it as part of their programs, showcasing its ability to resonate with diverse
audiences. Conductors often select this piece for its accessibility and appeal, making it a favorite
among musicians and listeners alike.

Popular Culture

The waltz has also made its way into popular culture, appearing in various films, television shows,
and commercials. Its infectious melody has been used to evoke a sense of whimsy and nostalgia,
bridging the gap between classical music and mainstream entertainment. Some notable examples
include:

Film soundtracks that incorporate classical music.

Television shows that feature classical pieces in comedic or romantic contexts.

Commercial advertisements that utilize the waltz's charm to create an appealing atmosphere.

Interpretations and Recordings

Numerous interpretations of "The Second Waltz" exist, each bringing a unique perspective to
Shostakovich's work. Renowned conductors and orchestras have recorded the piece, contributing to
its enduring popularity.

Notable Performances

Some performances stand out for their exceptional interpretation and execution:

Leonard Bernstein and the New York Philharmonic: Bernstein's energetic conducting style
brings a lively interpretation to the waltz.

Vladimir Jurowski and the London Philharmonic Orchestra: Jurowski’s nuanced approach
highlights the emotional depth of the music.

Mariss Jansons and the Amsterdam Concertgebouw Orchestra: Jansons delivers a refined
performance, emphasizing the elegance of the piece.



Recordings

There is a wealth of recordings available, allowing listeners to appreciate different interpretations.
Some notable recordings include:

Shostakovich: The Second Waltz, performed by the London Symphony Orchestra.

Shostakovich: The Complete Symphonies, featuring "The Second Waltz" as part of a larger
collection.

Compilation albums that include popular classical works, showcasing "The Second Waltz"
alongside other masterpieces.

Conclusion

Dmitri Shostakovich's "The Second Waltz" is a remarkable piece that stands as a testament to the
composer's genius. Its engaging melody, rhythmic elegance, and rich orchestration have secured its
place in both the concert hall and popular culture. As listeners continue to embrace this waltz, it
becomes evident that Shostakovich's music transcends time and remains relevant, inviting new
generations to experience the beauty and complexity of his artistic vision. Whether performed by a
full orchestra or featured in a film, "The Second Waltz" endures as a charming reminder of the
power of music to connect us all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical context behind Dmitri Shostakovich's
'The Second Waltz'?
Dmitri Shostakovich composed 'The Second Waltz' in 1956 as part of his Suite for Variety Orchestra.
The piece reflects a lighter, more optimistic tone after the harsh political climate of Stalin's regime
and showcases Shostakovich's ability to blend serious and popular music styles.

How has 'The Second Waltz' been used in popular culture?
'The Second Waltz' has been featured in various films, television shows, and commercials, most
notably in the movie 'The Age of Innocence' directed by Martin Scorsese. Its infectious melody and
rhythmic charm make it a popular choice for conveying nostalgia and elegance.

What distinguishes 'The Second Waltz' from other waltzes in



classical music?
'The Second Waltz' stands out due to its unique blend of classical and jazz elements, showcasing
Shostakovich's innovative style. The piece incorporates a lively tempo and playful melodies, which
contrast with the often more serious nature of traditional waltzes.

What instruments are prominently featured in 'The Second
Waltz'?
'The Second Waltz' features a range of instruments, including strings, woodwinds, and brass, typical
of orchestral arrangements. The piece has also been arranged for various ensembles, allowing it to
be performed by orchestras, small groups, and even soloists.

How has 'The Second Waltz' influenced contemporary
composers?
'The Second Waltz' has influenced contemporary composers by demonstrating the successful fusion
of classical music with popular idioms. Its melodic accessibility and rhythmic vitality have inspired
modern composers to explore similar blends in their works.

What emotions does 'The Second Waltz' evoke in listeners?
'The Second Waltz' evokes a sense of joy, nostalgia, and elegance. Its lively tempo and sweeping
melodies often inspire feelings of celebration and romance, making it a favorite for both concert
performances and social dancing.
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