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At the Crossroads between the German Lied,
the French mélodie, and a New Identity:
The Evolution of the Romanian Art Song
from the Late 19th Century to the works of Mihail Jora

Noémi KARACSONY, Midilina RUCSANDA'!

Abstract: Although often referred to as Lied, the Romanian art song underwent a distinct and fascinating
evolution, from vocal miniatures shaped by the many foreign influences that transformed Romanian culture
and art to refined examples of vocal chamber music that continue to be composed today. Influenced by the
German Lied, the French mélodie, and the rich traditions of Romanian folklore, the Romanian art song
gradually developed into a distinctive genre known as cdntec, a term that further emphasizes its unique
profile within Romanian musical composition. This research traces the evolution and transformation of the
Romanian cantec from the late nineteenth century through its crystallization in the works of Mihail Jora.
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Introduction

In the history of Romanian culture and art, the 19th century represents a period of intense

and fruitful creative effervescence, while Romanian music, aligning with the broader trends of the
era, reflects in its own distinctive way the major events of the time. The cultural evolution of the
Romanian Principalities (Wallachia and Moldavia) was strongly shaped by prolonged Ottoman
suzerainty, which also influenced the musical practices of the period. By contrast, the culture and
music of Transylvania reflected the influence of Western musical traditions.
Similar to other Eastern European cultures, until the late 18th century the music of the Romanian
Principalities was represented mainly by folk music and Byzantine religious music, to which were
gradually added Oriental-inspired secular works?. In his study on urban folklore, Romanian
ethnomusicologist Gheorge Ciobanu examines various writings of the 18th and 19th centuries,
revealing that urban social groups were constantly exposed to Oriental music, especially in the two
important cities, Bucharest and lasi, on such occasions as official visits from Constantinople, the
enthronement of princes, princely weddings, and the investiture of boyars. 3 Performed at fairs, in
taverns, and other entertainment venues, Turkish music gradually influenced compositions such
as the songs of Anton Pann, in which the influence of Oriental music is clearly discernible.
According to Ciobanu, Oriental melodies could still be encountered in late 19th century
manuscripts.

Apart from Oriental music, in the second half of the 19th century urban folklore of the
Romanian Principalities gradually became more influenced by Western musical practices.

! Faculty of Music, Transilvania University of Brasov; noemi.karacsony@unitbv.ro; m_rucsanda@unitbv.ro.

2 Vancea, Zeno. 1968. Creatia muzicald romdneascd sec. XIX — XX. Bucuresti: Editura Muzicald a Uniunii Compozitorilor din
R.S.R., p.8.
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Diatonic, Western-influenced songs coexisted with others that retained Oriental characteristics,
evident in their chromatic modes and ornamentation. Similarly to the offsprings of Transylvanian
nobles, the sons and daughters of Wallachian and Moldavian boyars pursued their studies in
Vienna, Berlin, Leipzig, or Paris, where their contact with Western culture profoundly shaped their
understanding of the arts and music. Musical taste was further influenced by exposure to concerts
and opera performances by foreign troupes, as well as by the establishment of early music
institutions, instrumental ensembles, and philharmonic societies.

Inspired by urban folklore, composers such as Ioan A. Wachmann (1807-1863), for
example, wrote songs that reflected a developing national identity, combining urban folk traditions
with stylistic elements borrowed from German and Italian music. This period also witnessed the
first musical endeavors, the composition of plays incorporating music and song, operettas and
vaudeville, as well as early, sporadic attempts in the operatic genre (Wachmann, Wiest,
Stephanescu, Caudella).

Folk music represented an important source of inspiration for instrumental and vocal-
instrumental music alike. The evolution of miniatures for voice and piano was also marked by the
romanta, a genre cultivated by broad segments of music lovers. The first composers of Romanian
art song emerged in the late 19th century, parallel to the evolution of Romanian poetry. The poetry
of Mihai Eminescu, Vasile Alecsandri, and George Cosbuc inspired composers to create songs for
voice and piano, reflecting the influence of German Romanticism, particularly the lieder of Franz
Schubert and Robert Schumann.

Although in the 20th century the Romanian musical scene was largely dominated by Bucharest,
the capital city of Romania, the development of the Romanian art song was also influenced by the
contribution of other Romanian musical centers, such as lasi or Cluj-Napoca. French influences
are discernible in Bucharest and lasi, while Transylvania reflects German and Austrian musical
traditions.* These characteristics are likewise reflected in the evolution of the Romanian art song,
which exhibits elements of the German Lied and the French mélodie, while composers gradually
incorporated features of Romanian folklore, thus shaping a distinct musical idiom.

1. The Influence of the German Lied

In her study dedicated to the Romanian art song, Boire observes that although Romanian
intellectuals valued their national culture, nonetheless the perception existed that it was less
suitable for artistic endeavours, in comparison to such Western traditions like the French or
German .° This perception was also linked to the political influences that impacted Romania.

In the late 19th century several Romanian composers studied in Austria or Germany. An
important figure of Romanian music composition, Ciprian Porumbescu (1853-1883) studied in
Vienna with Anton Bruckner and Franz Krenn. In his compositions he frequently turned to
Romanian folklore for inspiration, as proven by such works as the Ballad for violin and orchestra,
op. 29, the operetta Crai Nou, and other instrumental works. Despite his short life, the small
number of songs he left behind mirror both the influence of Romanian folklore and church modes
(Fata popii), as well as the tradition of the German Lied. Nocturne or Ich liebte Dich recall the
arching and passionate phrases of such German Romantics as Schumann or Liszt. Ciprian

4 Boire, Paula. 2002. 4 Comprehensive Study of Romanian Art Song. Vol. I. Lewiston, Queenston, Lampeter: The Edwin Mellen
Press, p. 2.
5 Ibidem, p. 3.
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Porumbescu lived and composed during a period of intense historical change and was actively
engaged in political life, which accounts for the pronounced national character of his works

The influence of Schubert and Schumann is also discernible in the songs for voice and
piano by Iacob Muresianu (1857-1917), an important figure in the evolution of Romanian music,
although his songs reveal less advanced compositional techniques than his instrumental works.°

The vocal training undertaken by Gheorghe Dima (1847—-1925) in Germany and Vienna
is evident in his approach to vocal writing in his songs. Dima began his career as opera singer, but
he also studied harmony with Ferdinand Thiérot in Graz, Austria. He then attended the piano,
composition, counterpoint, and harmony courses at the Leipzig Conservatory. Returning to his
native land, he was music teacher and conductor in Bragov (1875-1914) and would become the
first director of the Cluj Conservatoire.

His songs for voice and piano reflect the influence of the German Lied, but he also set to
music Romanian popular songs and composed songs inspired by Romanian folk music. He wrote
German Lieder, to the poems of Viktor von Scheffel (Lieder, Trompeter von Sdckingen) and
composed songs to Romanian poetry, his compositional idiom suggesting the influence of Peter
Cornelius or Franz Liszt.” Dima composed songs to the poems of Mihai Eminescu, such as Peste
varfuri (translated to German as Wehmuth), De ce nu-mi vii? (translated to German as O, komm zu
mir!), or Somnoroase pasarele (translated to German as Miide Voglein). These songs reflect, from
a musical standpoint, the thoroughly Romantic attitude of the poems, through ample, passionate
phrases (in the first two songs mentioned), or the lyrical, dreamlike evocation of an idyllic scene
from nature (in Somnoroase pasarele).

Dima also set to music narrative poems, that involve several characters, thus evoking the
dramatism of Schubert’s Lieder. Such songs are Curcile (The Turkey Hens, to the poem of Vasile
Alecsandri) or 4 venit un lup din crang (Along Came a Wolf from the Forest, on poem of George
Cosbuc). Curcile is a humorous song, which depicts the quarell of turkey hens, while A venit un
lup din crang evokes a more sombre atmosphere, evoking the image of a wolf that approaches a
household with the purpose of taking the child from the house, while the mother confronts the
danger with courage. In both songs, the accompaniment plays an important role in evoking the
scenes and emotions of the characters, while the vocal performer is required to employ a multitude
of vocal colors and intentions in order to personify the characters. Dima’s songs are considered by
some musicologists a type of Romanian Lied, the voice and the piano acting as partners of equal
importance. However, in her analysis of the songs of Gheorghe Dima, Boire argues that although
the German term Lieder is used to describe these art songs, their melodies and accompaniments
are marked by the expressive sensitivity of Romanian folk music, thereby elevating the genre to
new and refined heights.?

Alongside the songs, Dima also composed vocal miniatures inspired by Romanian folk
music or popular ballads, mirroring the nationalist endeavours of the period. These compositions
contain numerous elements borrowed from or inspired by Romanian folk music.

Other composer who wrote songs at the border between the Lied and the romanta are
George Stephanescu (1843-1925), Eduard Caudella (1841-1924). Guilelm Sorban (1876-1923), or
Wagnerian baritone Nicolae Bretan (1887-1968).

% Boire, Paula. 2002. op. cit., p. 24.
7 Vancea, Zeno. 1974. “Muzica vocald romaneasca de camerd”. Muzica, January, p. 2.

8 Boire, Paula. 2002, op. cit., pp. 19-20.
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2. The Songs of George Enescu: Intersections of the German Lied and the French
Musical Tradition

Romanian intellectuals and aristocrats, especially in the regions associated with the
Romanian Principalities, favored French language, while in Transylvania German was more
popular. It was fashionable for artists, writers and musicians alike to study in France, Germany, or
Austria and, after a period of years spent abroad, to return to Romania, bringing back the artistic
styles they had studied abroad. Romanian art was strongly influenced by the French schools of art,
as reflected in early 20th century art songs as well.

The art songs of George Enescu (1881-1955) mirror both the influence of the German
Lied, as well as the French mélodie. Enescu studied at the Vienna Conservatory and later at the
Conservatoire de Paris, where his composition teachers were Jules Massenet (also mentor of the
composer Reynaldo Hahn) and Gabriel Fauré.® A great number of Enescu’s works were influenced
by Romanian folk music, such as the two Romanian Rhapsodies (1901-02), the opera Oedipe
(1936), and the suites for orchestra. Although the works of George Enescu exhibit late-Romantic
influences, alongside with French influences and a structural clarity that could be associated with
Neoclassicism, his compositions are defined by his integration of modal scales derived from
Romanian folklore into a tonal structure, alongside the development of a sophisticated harmonic
idiom. Boire also argues that Enescu’s contribution to the genre of Romanian art song evokes the
musical particularities of Impressionist mélodies and Romantic era Lieder.'°

George Enescu composed art songs on German texts by Carmen Sylva, the literary
pseudonym of Elisabeth of Wied, the first Queen of Romania and wife of Carol I of Romania. The
style of songs such as Entsagen, Regen, or Morgengebet evokes early Robert Schumann Lieder,
the rhythmic complexities characteristic of Johannes Brahms, and the declamatory style of Hugo
Wolf, while also displaying a distinct Impressionist nuance.'!

The influence of Massenet and Fauré can be observed in Enescu’s Trois Mélodies, Op. 4,
composed to French Parnassian poems: Le Désert, Le Galop, and Soupir. Le Galop is most
appropriate for tenor or soprano voice, while the other two songs can be performed by baritone or
mezzo-soprano. Soupir, on the verses of Sully-Prudhomme is constructed on a recurring three-
note intervallic organization (Fig. 1) that is frequently encountered in other works of Enescu. '?
The song evokes longing and the endurance of love, emphasized by the figural accompaniment
that conveys the musical discourse a certain weight. The legato linking the eighth notes to the
triplets in the accompaniment creates a sense of displacement in relation to the vocal line above,
as the two layers project differing accents that seem to collide at various points within the phrase
— again suggesting the idea of unrequited love evoked in the poem.

The tonal center of the songs is obscured by the modal inflections typical of Enescu’s
works. While the arched vocal phrases underscore the poem’s elegance, the passion — and at times
desperation — expressed in Enescu’s music contrasts with the emotional detachment typical of
Parnassianism.

9 Cosma, Viorel. 1970. Muzicieni Romdni Lexicon. Bucuresti: Editura Muzicald, p. 88.

10 Boire, Paula. 2002, op. cit., p. 46.

W Ibidem, p. 54.

12 Voicana, Mirce (ed). 1980. George Enescu Monographie, Vol. 1. Bucuresti: Editura Muzicala, p. 182.
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Fig. 1. George Enescu: Soupir, bars 1-5

Among Enescu’s most known and frequently performed works are the Sept Chansons de
Clément Marot, Op. 15 (1907-1908), which evoke Renaissance music, through their transparent
textures, modal inflections, and use of open fourths and fifths. The songs set to the verses of
Fernand Gregh (Quatre Mélodies, Op. 19, 1916) evoke the Impressionist style of Debussy and
Ravel, owing to their rhythmic complexities or aspects pertaining to vocal articulation.

3. The Emergence of a Romanian Musical Identity

In the first decades of the 20th century, Romanian composers, ethnomusicologists, and
critics expressed increasing preoccupations regarding the development of the Romanian school of
composition, suggesting that Romanian folk music should represent its main source of inspiration.
Although Romanian ethnomusicologists such as Constantin Brailoiu, Tiberiu Brediceanu, and
Sabin Dragoi devoted their efforts to the transcription and adaptation of folk songs, the emergence
of Romanian art song as a distinct genre is associated with the later work of Mihail Jora.

Tiberiu Brediceanu (1877-1968) had a rich ethnomusicological activity, publishing
collections of folk melodies and works inspired by Romanian folk songs. In his songs, Brediceanu
aims to capture particular melodic and rhythmic features of Romanian folk music, combining tonal
and modal musical idioms. The accompaniment is rather simple, subordinated to the melodic line.
His songs could be considered rather transcriptions of folk music, and not folk-inspired art songs.

Another representative figure in the evolution of Romanian music was Sabin Dragoi
(1894-1968), composer, teacher, musicologist, and ethnomusicologist. Dragoi studied at the Music
Conservatory in Cluj-Napoca before continuing his studies at the Prague Conservatory, where he
studied composition with Vitézslav Novak. His admiration and fondness for Romanian folklore
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are mirrored in the folk influences employed in his works. Dragoi is best known for his
instrumental works and operas, among which Napasta (1928) is the most prominent. Nonetheless,
he composed art songs, such as Alintare, Flori able, or Crizanteme, as well as transcriptions of
folk melodies, such as Cdnd treci bade pe la noi (from the Transylvania and Banat region).

The original tessitura of Dragoi’s art songs makes them more suitable for the soprano or
tenor voice. The accompaniment supports the vocal line, with its beautiful phrases. Flori able
combines such a lyrical melody with a complex accompaniment, rich in chromatic alterations. The
middle section of the song evokes the influence of Romanian folk music, through the passages
comprising repeated notes, the rather limited vocal range, and giusto-syllabic lines. "

In the art song Crizanteme (1920) Dragoi employs a musical idiom that suggests a blend
between the German Lied and the Romanian romanta. The poetic text expresses desperation at the
thought of a dying love, an idea suggested through the parallel between the autumn flowers, whose
sheer existence means that love is dying. The ample phrases and the sensitive melody are supported
by a solid harmonic foundation, any superfluous elements being removed from the accompaniment
(Fig. 2). The influence of the romanta is reflected in the simple expression of the vocal line, capable
of conveying powerful emotions.
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Fig. 2: Sabin Dragoi: Crizanteme, bars 5-12

Crizanteme reflects the composer’s desire to create a more accessible genre and musical
language, that could reach the quotidian.

13 Boire, Paula. 2002, op. cit., p. 26.
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The true developer of the Romanian art song, however, is considered Mihail Jora (1891-
1971). His songs propose a distinct musical idiom, departing from the style of the German Lied or
French mélodie. Although mirroring the characteristics of Romanian music and culture, Jora’s
compositions are not direct transcriptions or adaptations of the Romanian folklore. The art songs
and transcriptions composed prior to Mihail Jora clearly exhibit the influence of folk music and
dance through their use of modal scales, rhythms, and meters. In contrast, Mihail Jora fused
elements derived from Romanian folk music with a distinctive harmonic approach, in which tonal
ambiguity functions as an expressive device.

Jora studied composition with Max Reger in Leipzig, before continuing his studies in Paris
after World War I with Florent Schmitt. His formation as composer was also deeply influenced by
his encounter with George Enescu. Jora contributed significantly to the development of Romanian
ballet, as evidenced by such works as La Piata (1932), Demoazela Mariuta (1940), or Hanul
Dulcineea (1966).

Striving to create a genre that is distinct from other types of European art song, Jora turned
to the resources of Romanian folk music, incorporating in his musical idiom such devices typical
of folk music as the placement of fermatas at the ends of the poem’s stanzas, shifting meters, or
displaced syllabic accents. The complex tonal structure alternates with modal scales typical of
Romanian folklore, or with passages suggesting the church modes of Byzantine music. This unique
musical idiom led to the composer’s desire to refer to his songs as cdntece (song in Romanian).
Jora set to music the poems of renown Romanian poets, such as George Bacovia, Tudor Arghezi
or Mariana Dumitrescu, the complexity of his compositional idiom majestically emphasizing the
meaning of the words.

In order to highlight the significance of the text, Jora often employs the giusto-syllabic
setting (pointing to Romanian folk songs), as exemplified in the song /nnoptare (Nightfall), op.
14, no. 2. Here, Jora employs bitonal dissonances and melodic motifs that suggest the influence of
folk music (Fig. 3). However, these influences are carefully integrated into a musical idiom marked
by tonal ambiguity, which enhances its expressive complexity.

Jora was also able to express humor and irony, or to evoke life, as exemplified in the song
Ghicitoare (Riddle). Gradually, Jora ventured further away from the confines of tonal harmony,
towards a more chromatic and dissonant idiom.
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Fig. 3: Mihail Jora: Innoptare, bars 1-7

4. Conclusions

Throughout its evolution Romanian art song exhibited influences of the German Lied,
manifested in compositional practices that reflect the influence of such composers as Schumann
or Brahms and performance particularities as the employment of a varied palette of vocal colours,
and a pronounced expression of sehnsucht (metaphysical anguish) through sombre colours. The
influence of the fin de siécle French mélodie is manifested through a more refined and lighter
musical idiom, transparent textures, and a vocal discourse that follows the particularities and
naturalness of speech.

Gradually, Romanian composers aimed to express national identity through their
compositions, at first through the incorporation of melodic and rhythmic elements that are
particular to the folk music of various regions, gradually proceeding towards a musical idiom
influenced by philosophical ideas associated with Romanian spirituality. As observed by Carmen
Petra-Basacopol, the doina and the traditional Romanian ballad embody the opposing extremes of
the Romanian ethos, expressing a profound spirituality shaped by a longstanding harmony between
humanity and nature'®. The songs of Mihail Jora articulate precisely the connection between the
spiritual dimension of Romanian culture and its manifestation in folk music, paving the way for
the future generations of Romanian composers that contributed to the development of a distinct
type of Romanian art song, the Romanian cantec.

14 Petra-Basacopol, Carmen. 1978. L originalité de la musique Roumaine. Bucuresti: Editura Muzicald, p. 21.
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