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Abstract: The transcription of church chants from Byzantine psaltic notation into Western staff notation 
represents one of the fundamental processes in the evolution of modern Romanian ecclesiastical music. 
This study analyzes the contribution of the principal Romanian authors involved in this endeavour, 
highlighting the historical context, theoretical difficulties, and cultural implications of musical 
transcription. The principles of psaltic notation and staff notation are examined, as well as the problems of 
rendering microintervals, orality, and modal ethos, and the impact of choral harmonization on the 
Romanian liturgical repertoire. A historical-comparative and musicological methodology was employed, 
drawing on Romanian psaltic sources from the 19th and 20th centuries, theoretical treatises, and modern 
research in Byzantinology. The research highlights the difficulties and cultural implications of adapting 
the Byzantine tradition to the Western musical system without major alteration of the specific liturgical and 
spiritual identity. 
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Introduction 
 

The transcription of Byzantine psaltic music into Western staff notation constitutes one of 
the defining processes in the evolution of modern Romanian ecclesiastical music. Unfolding 
primarily in the 19th and 20th centuries, it stood at the confluence of the Byzantine musical 
tradition and the trends of cultural and pedagogical modernization in Romanian society. In the 
Romanian Orthodox space, “church music was transmitted for a long time through Byzantine 
neumatic notation and oral tradition”2. 

The psaltic system, based on specific musical signs – neumes – required specialized 
training and a deep knowledge of interpretive practice. In the context of the development of 
modern education and the growing influence of Western culture, “staff notation became the main 
system used in numerous modern musical and theological institutions”. 

The necessity of transcribing the psaltic repertoire onto staff notation had multiple 
motivations: facilitating the teaching of church music, standardizing liturgical practice, developing 
church choirs, and preserving the Romanian musical heritage. At the same time, musical 
transliteration represented an attempt at reconciliation between the Byzantine modal ethos and the 
structures of the Western tonal system. 

Although Romanian psaltic music has benefited from numerous historical and 
Byzantinological studies, the problem of comparative transcription between psaltic notation and 
staff notation has not been sufficiently analyzed from an interdisciplinary musicological, liturgical, 

 
1 Faculty of Orthodox Theology, "1 Decembrie 1918" University of Alba Iulia; conductor of the choir of the Metropolitan Cathedral 
of Iași; doctoral candidate at the Faculty of Music, "Transilvania" University of Brașov. E-mail: costelmirelnechita@yahoo.com. 
2 Sebastian Barbu-Bucur. 2000. Psaltica românească. București: Editura Muzicală, pp. 15-22. 
 

Education, Research, Creation 
Vol. 12 No. 1 - 2026 397



and identity-related perspective. The present study aims to highlight, in part, the contribution of 
the principal Romanian authors involved in this process and to critically analyze the limits and 
consequences of adapting the Byzantine repertoire to the Western system3. 

The question of the relationship between the Byzantine tradition and Western musical 
culture should not be understood exclusively in terms of opposition. In numerous historical 
contexts, the adaptation of notation and the harmonization of the repertoire represented forms of 
cultural and pedagogical survival. Romanian scholar Gheorghe Ciobanu notes that “the 
transcription process did not imply the abandonment of the psaltic tradition, but its reformulation 
into a language accessible to modern educational institutions and choral practice”. 

The present study highlights: the contribution of the principal Romanian authors involved 
in the transcription of psaltic music; a comparative analysis between the psaltic system and 
Western staff notation; an examination of the musicological and liturgical difficulties of 
transcription; an evaluation of the cultural and spiritual impact of the partial Westernization of the 
church repertoire. Both the technical dimension of transcription and its identity, aesthetic, and 
liturgical implications are taken into account. 
 

1. Research Methodology 
 

The research employs a historical-comparative method with musicological analytical tools, 
based on the analysis of the principal Romanian psaltic sources from the 19th and 20th centuries 
and on comparing the principles of Byzantine notation with the Western staff system. The working 
method includes: 

- historical analysis of the cultural and liturgical context; 
- comparison of notation systems; 
- comparative analysis of specific melodic formulae from the psaltic repertoire; 
- study of theoretical treatises and Romanian musical editions; 
- investigation of the relationship between orality and notation. 
The principal sources used are the works of Macarie Ieromonahul, Anton Pann, Dimitrie 

Suceveanu, Ion Popescu-Pasărea, and Nicolae C. Lungu, as well as other authors, along with 
modern Byzantine musicology studies by Sebastian Barbu-Bucur, Gheorghe Ciobanu, and Nicu 
Moldoveanu4. 

The comparative methodology traces the fundamental differences between the two musical 
systems: 
 

Byzantine Psaltic Notation Western Staff Notation 

Modal system Tonal system 

Semiographic and interpretive character Fixed and graphic character 

Flexible rhythm Metric rhythm 

Unequal and microintervallic intervals Equal tempered system 
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Monophony Polyphony and harmony 
 

The analysis focuses both on the fidelity of the transcription and on the inevitable 
transformations produced by adaptation to the Western musical language. 
 
Terminological Clarifications 
 

Term Meaning as used in the study 

Transcription The rendering of psaltic music through Western staff notation 

Transliteration The approximate equivalence between psaltic signs and the Western 
representational system 

Harmonization The addition of vertical voices and integration into the Western choral 
system 

Adaptation The modification of the repertoire for pedagogical, liturgical, or 
choral purposes 

Westernization The adaptation of the Byzantine modal repertoire to the harmonic-
tonal and rhythmic structures of Western music 

 
This conceptual delimitation is important because numerous Romanian works 

simultaneously combine elements of transcription, harmonization, and adaptation. 
 

2. The Historical and Musical Context of Psaltic Transcription 
 
2.1. General Historical Perspectives on the Relationship between East and West 
 

The problem of transcribing psaltic music into Western staff notation must be understood 
within the broader context of cultural relations between the Orthodox East and the European West. 
From the 18th century onwards, and especially in the 19th century, the Romanian space underwent 
“major cultural and institutional transformations”5. 

Administrative reforms, the development of printing, the emergence of modern schools, 
and intensive contact with major European cultural centres deeply influenced the field of church 
music as well. During this period, the Romanian Orthodox Church was undergoing a process of 
reorganization. In urban areas, church choirs of Western influence were developing, while 
seminaries and conservatories were adopting the staff notation system as their primary teaching 
tool. 

This situation created a state of tension between the oral psaltic tradition and the need for 
a standardized didactic system. Gradually, staff notation began to be used as an instrument of 
pedagogical systematization, but also as a method for preserving the liturgical repertoire. 
Particularly in Moldavia and Transylvania, where Central European cultural influences, choral 
schools, and seminaries were strong, the transcription of Byzantine chants became a practical 
necessity. 
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Numerous psalts and scholars of the Byzantine tradition drew attention to the risk of 
altering the modal ethos through excessive adaptation to Western tonal harmony. For this reason, 
the entire history of Romanian psaltic transcription oscillated between fidelity to the Eastern 
tradition and the need for musical modernization. 
 
2.2. The Specificity of Byzantine Psaltic Music 
 

Byzantine notation does not function autonomously, but presupposes the existence of an 
oral interpretive tradition. Psaltic music represents the sonic expression of Eastern Orthodox 
worship and is rooted in the musical tradition of the Byzantine Empire. Its fundamental character 
is monodic, modal, and vocal, being profoundly different from the Western harmonic system. 
Chrysanthos of Madytos notes that “the melodic organization of Byzantine music is achieved 
through the modes (echoi), each possessing its own melodic formulae, modal centres, and 
expressive characteristics”6. 

Unlike the Western major-minor tonal system, Byzantine music employs flexible modal 
structures and specific ornamental formulae. The principal elements of psaltic notation are: 

- vocal and consonantal neumes; 
- rhythmic signs; 
- martyriai (mode indicators); 
- phthoras (modal modifiers); 
- ornamental and expressive signs. 
Correct interpretation depends largely on the oral tradition and the practical experience of 

the singer. 
 
2.3. The Chrysanthine Reform and Its Influence in the Romanian Space 
 

At the beginning of the 19th century, Chrysanthos of Madytos, Grigorios Protopsaltis, and 
Hurmuz Hartofilax initiated a reform known as the “New Analytical Method”. The reform, called 
Chrysanthine, “officialized in Constantinople in 1814”, sought to simplify and systematize psaltic 
notation7. 

In the Romanian space, the Chrysanthine reform was introduced through the activity of 
Macarie Ieromonahul, regarded as the founder of the modern Romanian psaltic school. Through 
the translation and adaptation of Byzantine works into Romanian, “Macarie contributed decisively 
to the formation of a unified Romanian musical tradition”8. 
 
2.4. The Necessity of Transcription into Staff Notation 
 

The 19th century was marked by the development of theological seminaries and 
conservatories, where Western staff notation had become the principal teaching system. In this 
context, the psaltic repertoire had to be adapted in order to be accessible to new generations of 
musicians. Transcription sought to achieve: 

- facilitating the pedagogical process; 
 

6 Gheorghe Ciobanu, op. cit., pp. 133-141. 
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pp. 145-162. 
 

Education, Research, Creation 
Vol. 12 No. 1 - 2026 400



- standardizing the liturgical repertoire; 
- developing church choirs; 
- preserving the musical heritage; 
- bridging Eastern and Western musical cultures. 
However, the process raised numerous theoretical problems, as the Western equal-

tempered system could not faithfully render the modal and microintervallic specificity of 
Byzantine music. 
 

3. Macarie Ieromonahul and the Beginnings of Romanian Psaltic Reform 
 

Macarie Ieromonahul occupies a fundamental place in the history of Romanian church 
music, through his role in standardizing the repertoire, his influence on Moldavian chant, and the 
circulation of his manuscripts. Trained in Constantinople and directly influenced by the 
Chrysanthine reform, he introduced the principles of the new psaltic notation into the Romanian 
Principalities. His most important works are9: 

- “Theoreticonul” (1823); 
- “Anastasimatarul”; 
- “Irmologhionul”. 
These volumes represent the first systematic manuals of psaltic music in the Romanian 

language and formed the foundation of the entire modern Romanian psaltic tradition. 
Although Macarie did not produce direct transcriptions into Western staff notation, his 

activity was of decisive importance for all subsequent attempts at transliteration. By clarifying 
melodic formulae and systematizing the ecclesiastical modes, he “made possible the comparison 
between the Byzantine and Western systems”, and had the merit of melodically fixing certain 
formulae that had previously circulated predominantly through oral transmission10. 

This stabilization represented an essential condition for subsequent attempts at comparative 
transcription. 
 

4.  Anton Pann and the Popularization of the Romanian Psaltic Repertoire 
 

Anton Pann represents one of the most important personalities of Romanian culture in the 
19th century. A poet, folklorist, protopsalt, and teacher of church music, he contributed decisively 
to the dissemination of psaltic chants in the Romanian language. Among his fundamental works 
are: 

- “Bazul teoretic și practic al muzicii bisericești”; 
- “Noul Doxastar”; 
- “Heruvico-Chinonicar”. 
Anton Pann sought “the adaptation of the Byzantine repertoire” to the linguistic and 

expressive characteristics of the Romanian language and the simplification of certain melodic 
formulae to facilitate performance and learning11. 

His melodies became important sources for subsequent transcriptions into staff notation. 
The clear and balanced character of melodic construction allowed them to be integrated into the 
Romanian choral repertoire. In numerous choral harmonizations from the early 20th century: 

 
9 Nicu Moldoveanu, op. cit., pp. 245-251. 
10 Chrysanthos of Madytos. 2010. The Great Theory of Music. Athens: Creative Media Partners. LLC, pp. 87-112. 
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- the soprano voices carried the principal melodic line; 
- the inner voices completed the tonal harmony; 
- the bass introduced Western tonal functions. 
This practice reflected the influence of Western functional harmony on the liturgical 

repertoire, but “modified the original monodic character of Byzantine chant”12. 
 

5.  Ștefanache Popescu and the Continuity of the Romanian Psaltic Tradition 
 

Ștefanache Popescu occupies an important place in the evolution of Romanian psaltic 
music in the second half of the 19th century, being regarded as one of the principal continuators 
of the tradition inaugurated by Anton Pann. His activity unfolded in a period when Romanian 
church chant was confronted both with Westernizing influences and with the necessity of 
preserving the Byzantine modal specificity13. 

One of his most important contributions is the Romanian version of the “Prohodul 
Domnului” (Lamentation of the Lord), a work that achieved wide circulation and established itself 
in Romanian liturgical practice as one of the most widespread and expressive melodic versions. 
Musicological research indicates that Ștefanache Popescu achieved a melodic reformulation 
inspired by the tradition of Macarie Ieromonahul, but adapted to the Romanian musical sensibility 
and the interpretive practice of the time. 

His pedagogical activity was likewise of great importance. Among his pupils was Ion 
Popescu-Pasărea, who would subsequently continue the process of systematization and 
revitalization of Romanian psaltic music. In this sense, Ștefanache Popescu may be regarded as an 
essential link between the generation of Anton Pann and the reformers of Romanian psaltike in the 
first half of the 20th century. 

His works are distinguished by clarity of melodic phrasing, ornamental balance, and 
closeness to the expressiveness of the Romanian language. Some of his Cherubic Hymns and 
liturgical chants circulated both in psaltic notation and in transcribed or adapted versions in staff 
notation, a fact that favoured their integration into the Romanian church choral repertoire. 

His transcriptions and adaptations seek: 
- preservation of the principal melodic contour of psaltic chants; 
- simplification of certain ornamental formulae; 
- rhythmic regularization for choral performance; 
- integration of the chants into the Western tonal system; 
- facilitation of the use of the repertoire in schools for cantors and seminaries. 
The importance of Ștefanache Popescu in the history of the transcription and adaptation of 

church music lies precisely in this capacity to mediate between fidelity to the Byzantine tradition 
and the necessity of making the repertoire accessible to the new forms of musical education and 
liturgical practice in the Romanian space. 
 

6. Dimitrie Suceveanu and the Consolidation of the Psaltic Repertoire 
 

Dimitrie Suceveanu played an essential role in consolidating the Romanian liturgical 
repertoire. His activity contributed to “the standardization of interpretive practice” and to the 

 
12 Chrysanthos of Madytos, op. cit., pp. 39-51. 
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fixing of stable melodic models. The Axions and Cherubic Hymns composed or systematized by 
Dimitrie Suceveanu were included in numerous Romanian choral collections. They sought the 
preservation of Byzantine ethos through the conservation of modal structure and original melodic 
character14. 

The Axion in Mode I in particular presents: 
- clear melodic formulae; 
- stable cadences; 
- repetitive structures; 
- moderate ornamentation. 
These characteristics favoured the transcription of his repertoire into 20th-century choral 

collections. 
Dimitrie Suceveanu was one of the most important psalts and translators of church music. 

His principal work, the Idiomelar, represents the translation and adaptation into Romanian of the 
works of Chormouzios Chartophylax and Petros Peloponnesisos, being one of the essential works 
for the Romanianization of psaltic chant in the 19th century. 
 

7.  Ion Popescu-Pasărea – The Bridge between the Two Notation Systems 
 

Ion Popescu-Pasărea was one of the most important pedagogical personalities of Romanian 
psaltic music in the first half of the 20th century. His activity concentrated on the elaboration of 
comparative methods between Byzantine and Western staff notation15. 

In his editions and manuals, Popescu-Pasărea employed: 
- intervallic explanations; 
- systematic comparisons between psaltic signs and their Western equivalents; 
- metricization of the free melodic discourse; 
- simplification of complex ornamentation. 
His method had a major influence on Romanian theological education and represented one 

of the most important stages in the process of transliterating the psaltic repertoire. 
 

8.  Bukovinian and Transylvanian Contributions to the Culture of Psaltic Transcription 
 

In the Romanian space of Bukovina and Transylvania, the process of adapting and 
transcribing church chants was significantly influenced by the activity of clergymen and musicians 
with an important pedagogical and cultural role, the influence of the Western choral tradition being 
stronger than in the other Romanian provinces. 

Silvestru Morariu Andrievici played an essential role in organizing church life in Bukovina 
and in promoting theological education. In a musical context, he supported the introduction of 
forms of chant more accessible to local communities, favouring the use of Romanian translations 
and adapted notation systems. Although he is not the author of systematic musical treatises, his 
institutional influence contributed to the gradual acceptance of staff notation in Bukovinian 
ecclesiastical circles. He transcribed into staff notation the work Psaltichia bisericească așezată 

 
14 Macarie Ieromonahul. 1823. Theoreticon. Vienna: Tipografia călugărilor mechitariști armeni din Viena, p. 7. 
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în note musicale, one of the first Romanian Orthodox collections, in which the author places on 
the staff the church chants of Bukovina that had circulated mainly through oral tradition16. 

Dimitrie Cuntanu is an important figure in the church musical tradition of Transylvania, 
active in an environment strongly influenced by Western choral practice. His contribution consists 
in the adaptation of the psaltic repertoire to the possibilities of local choral ensembles, through the 
simplification of melodic structures and the use of staff notation for pedagogical and liturgical 
purposes. His activity aligns with that of other Transylvanian authors who sought a reconciliation 
between Byzantine monophony and Western choral harmony, without the complete loss of the 
original liturgical character. He transcribed into staff notation the Cântările bisericești după 
melodiile celor opt glasuri ale Sfintei Biserici Ortodoxe, the first fixation on the staff of the church 
musical tradition of Transylvania and the basis of the church musical style subsequently known as 
the “cuntanu style”, after the author's name17. 

Traian Vulpescu contributed to this process through written and edited works in which the 
Byzantine repertoire is transcribed and harmonized for choir. He uses as principal sources the 
works of Macarie Ieromonahul, Anton Pann, Dimitrie Suceveanu, and Ion Popescu-Pasărea. His 
transcriptions simplify certain ornamental formulae to allow choral performance and to facilitate 
the reception of the Byzantine repertoire in environments dominated by the Western musical 
tradition. Traian Vulpescu's contribution is important because it demonstrates the possibility of 
integrating the psaltic tradition into a modern choral framework without complete abandonment 
of the Byzantine ethos18. 
 

9.  Gavriil Musicescu – Transcription and Harmonization of Psaltic Music 
 

The activity of Gavriil Musicescu marks the moment of decisive rapprochement between 
the Byzantine tradition and Western choral music. A composer, conductor, and pedagogue, 
Musicescu contributed decisively to the development of academic choral practice and to the 
introduction of mixed choirs into Romanian Orthodox worship, being influenced by the Russian 
choral school. He employed the concept of functional harmonization of psaltic chants, seeking to 
adapt the traditional repertoire to the requirements of Western academic music19. 

The principal difficulty encountered was the incompatibility between the Byzantine modal 
system and Western tonal harmony. In his harmonizations, Musicescu: 

- reduces excessive ornamentation; 
- melodically stabilizes modal formulae; 
- organizes phrases into regular bar structures; 
- employs Western tonal chords. 
These solutions facilitated choral performance, but produced a partial Westernization of 

the musical discourse. Some scholars of the psaltic tradition considered that such harmonizations 
diminish the authentic ethos of Byzantine chant, while others emphasized their pedagogical and 
liturgical role. 

 
16 Gheorghe Ciobanu, op. cit., pp. 156-160. 
17 Anton Pann. 1845. Bazul teoretic și practic al muzicii bisericești. București: Tipografia de Muzică Bisericească a lui Anton Pann, 
pp. 5-12. 
18 Sebastian Barbu-Bucur. 2000. op. cit., pp. 201-207. 
19 Ștefanache Popescu. 1862. Prohodul Domnului. București: Tipografia lui Iosif Romanov și Comp. 
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Musicescu, familiar with both musical notations, transcribed the Anastasimatar from 
psaltic into staff notation, together with Grigore Gheorghiu and Gheorghe Dima, in the period 
1884–188920. 
 

10.  Nicolae Lungu and the Standardization of Church Music 
 

During the patriarchate of Justinian Marina, in the context of the post-war patriarchal 
reform, a patriarchal commission was established for the standardization of church chants. The 
commission included Nicolae C. Lungu, Grigore Costea, and Ion Croitoru. Their principal result 
was the Gramatica muzicii psaltice bisericești. Studiu comparativ cu notația liniară (1951), a 
normative work for theological seminaries and faculties of theology to the present day21. 

The authors sought to achieve: 
- standardization of interpretation; 
- uniformization of the repertoire; 
- facilitation of the teaching of church music; 
- explanation of comparative principles between psaltic and staff notation. 
The work established correspondences between Byzantine neumes and Western rhythmic 

values, and highlighted the limitations of the staff system in rendering the expressiveness of the 
Byzantine oral tradition. The importance of this work lies also in its normative character, having 
become a reference manual for theological seminaries and schools for church cantors throughout 
Romania. 
 

11.  Grigore Pântiru and His Contribution to the Study of Byzantine Notation 
 

An important role in the theoretical deepening of the relationship between psaltic notation 
and modern systems of musical representation was played by Grigore Pântiru, one of the Romanian 
scholars preoccupied with the study of notation and the ecclesiastical modes of Byzantine music22. 

His work, “Notația și ehurile muzicii bizantine”, represents one of the significant 
contributions of Romanian musicology dedicated to researching the modal and semiographic 
structure of the psaltic tradition. 

Grigore Pântiru analyzes the fundamental principles of Byzantine notation, insisting on the 
relationship between neumes, orality, and interpretive practice. He underlines that psaltic notation 
cannot be understood exclusively as an autonomous graphic system, but must be interpreted in 
close connection with the oral tradition and the ethos of each ecclesiastical mode. In this sense, his 
research highlights the limits of the integral transcription of Byzantine music into Western staff 
notation. 

He devotes particular attention to the structure of the ecclesiastical modes and to the 
intervallic characteristics specific to Byzantine music, showing that the Western tempered system 
cannot faithfully render all the expressive subtleties of psaltic chant. His contribution is important 
because it provides a solid theoretical foundation for understanding the difficulties encountered by 
Romanian authors involved in the process of transliterating and harmonizing the church repertoire. 

 
20 Nicu Moldoveanu, op. cit., pp. 260-266. 
21 Dimitrie Suceveanu. 1856. Idiomelarul unit cu Doxastarul, vol. I-II; Idem. 1857. Triod și Penticostar, vol. III. Tipografia 
Mănăstirii Neamț. 
22 Ion Popescu-Pasărea. 1897. Principii de muzică bisericească. București: Tipo-Litografia Cărților Bisericești, pp. 45-63. 
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Through its analytical and musicological character, Grigore Pântiru's study ranks among 
the representative works of Romanian musical Byzantinology of the 20th century and 
complements the research dedicated to the relationship between the psaltic tradition and Western 
staff notation. 
 

12.  Nicu Moldoveanu – Important Contributions to the Transcription, Recovery, and 
Promotion of Church Chants 

 
Nicu Moldoveanu continued the endeavour of his predecessors in transcribing and 

valorizing psaltic music in staff notation. His principal contributions concern the creation and 
coordination of works in dual notation (psaltic and staff). We may mention only the Cântările 
Sfintei Liturghii, published in several editions23, the revision and completion of the “Gramatica 
muzicii românești”, and the publication of choral repertoires in staff notation24, all aimed primarily 
at standardizing and transcribing the Romanian psaltic heritage into both notations. His works are 
of great utility in the order of church services, facilitating access to the choir stall also for cantors 
who know only staff notation. 
 

13.  Microintervals and Modal Ethos 
 

One of the most difficult problems of transliteration was the representation of 
microintervals specific to Byzantine music. Traditional Byzantine music theory employs the 
system of 72 moria (the Byzantine octave), through which the intervallic ratios specific to the 
diatonic, chromatic, and enharmonic genera are defined25. 

The Western equal-tempered system cannot faithfully render these microintervallic 
differences. In particular, the chromatic and enharmonic modes present intervallic structures that 
are difficult to adapt to the Western staff. We may note only that the Byzantine diatonic tetrachord, 
compared to the tempered system, has the following structure: 12+9+7=28 moria. Moreover, many 
psaltic signs indicate complex ornamental formulae that have no direct equivalent in Western staff 
notation. 

Consequently, transcriptions tend to reduce ornamentation, stabilize rhythm, and regularize 
the melodic profile. This reduction frequently affects the contemplative character and expressive 
fluidity of psaltic chant. 

Each Byzantine mode possesses its own ethos, that is, a certain spiritual and affective 
expressiveness. For example: 

- Mode I is associated with luminosity and balance; 
- Mode II has a grave and meditative character; 
- Plagal Mode IV is solemn and ample; 
- Mode VIII suggests monumentality and depth. 
In Western transcriptions, these differences of ethos risked being diminished through 

adaptation to the major-minor system26. 
 

 
23 Silvestru Morariu Andrievici. 1879. Psaltichia bisericească așezată în note musicale. Vienna: Printed at the expense of the 
Greek-Oriental Religious Fund of Bukovina. 
24 Dimitrie Cuntanu. 1890. Cântările bisericești după melodiile celor opt glasuri ale Sfintei Biserici Ortodoxe. Sibiu; Vienna. 
25 Traian Vulpescu. 1939. Liturghia Sfântului Ioan Gură de Aur. Cluj: Tipografia "Cartea Românească". 
26 Viorel Cosma. 2002. Muzicieni din România, vol. V. București: Editura Muzicală, pp. 120-126. 
 

Education, Research, Creation 
Vol. 12 No. 1 - 2026 406



14.  The Context of Affirming National Cultural Identity 
 

The process of transcribing psaltic music also had an important identity dimension, 
sustained by the ideas and intellectual, cultural, and political movement of the generation of 1848, 
the adaptation of the Byzantine repertoire into the Romanian language contributing to the 
consolidation of indigenous liturgical culture. In this sense, we may speak of a close connection 
between music and the construction of national identity27. 

Macarie Ieromonahul and Anton Pann played an essential role in this process through the 
translation and adaptation of the Greek repertoire to the specificity of the Romanian language. This 
Romanianization of the repertoire did not mean the abandonment of the Byzantine tradition, but 
its integration into a national cultural and linguistic framework. At the same time, the emergence 
of Romanian church choirs and the development of the harmonized repertoire favoured the 
formation of a distinct Romanian liturgical choral style. 
 

15.  Comparative European Perspectives 
 

The problem of transcribing Byzantine music was not specific exclusively to the Romanian 
space. In Greece, scholars such as Simon Karas argued for the necessity of preserving the modal 
and oral specificity of the Byzantine tradition28. 

In Russia, musical Westernization was more pronounced from as early as the 18th century, 
when the liturgical repertoire was integrated into academic choral practice. In Serbia, it was only 
after the Ottoman occupation that church chant began to be notated on the staff. Until then it 
circulated largely through oral transmission. The first transcribers (melographers) were Kornelije 
Stanković and Stevan Mokranjac. In Bulgaria, after the national Renaissance of the 19th century, 
contact with Constantinople remained strong, so that the New Analytical Method of Chrysanthos 
was adopted relatively quickly. The transition to the Western repertoire occurred later, the 
principal emphasis remaining on the Bulgarianization of the text and repertoire, rather than on the 
abandonment of the neumatic system. 

Compared to these models, the Romanian space developed an intermediate formula, 
through the preservation of the psaltic monodic tradition, the simultaneous development of choral 
practice, and the existence of comparative methods between the two systems. This particularity 
explains the originality of the Romanian contribution to the domain of Byzantine music 
transcription29. 
 

16.  Mechanisms of Transition from Psaltic to Staff Notation 
 

The transition from Byzantine psaltic notation to Western staff notation was not an abrupt 
process, but a gradual one, unfolding on several levels: pedagogical, theoretical, and practical-
liturgical. In the initial stages, transcription presupposed an approximate correspondence between 
psaltic melodic formulae and Western intervallic contours, without a strict equivalence of 
microintervals. The transitional period encompassed three levels: 

 
27 Gheorghe Ciobanu, op. cit., pp. 170-176. 
28 Gavriil Musicescu, Grigore Gheorghiu, Gheorghe Dima. Anastasimatar. Published in 8 fascicles: 1884 – Mode I; 1885 – Mode 
II; 1886 – Mode III; 1887 – Modes IV and V; 1888 – Modes VI and VII; 1889 – Mode VIII. Iași. 
29 Nicolae C. Lungu, Grigore Costea, Ion Croitoru. 1951. Gramatica muzicii psaltice bisericești. Studiu comparativ cu notația 
liniară. București: Editura Institutului Biblic și de Misiune al Bisericii Ortodoxe Române, p. 54. 
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- mnemotechnical, in which psaltic melodies were fixed in memory through simplification 
and rhythmic stabilization; 
- graphic, through which Byzantine formulae were placed on the staff, with approximations 
of intervals in the tempered system; 
- harmonizing, specific to the 19th century and the early 20th century, in which the psaltic 
melodic line was integrated into tonal harmonic structures. 
In this process, transcription was not merely a technical operation of semiography, 

transmodalization, and metricization, but also one of cultural interpretation. Each choice of 
equivalence between neumes and notes implied a decision regarding the preservation or 
modification of the original modal ethos. 

An important aspect is also the emergence of “intermediate systems”, in which staff 
notation was used only as a pedagogical support, while performance remained faithful to the oral 
psaltic tradition30. 
 

17. Conclusions 
 

The study dedicated to the contribution of Romanian authors to the transcription of church 
chants from Byzantine psaltic notation into Western staff notation highlights the complexity of a 
process that surpassed the simple technical adaptation of a system of musical writing. The 
transcription of the psaltic repertoire represented a cultural, liturgical, and identity phenomenon of 
great importance for the evolution of modern Romanian church music. 

Through the activity of personalities such as Macarie Ieromonahul, Anton Pann, Dimitrie 
Suceveanu, Ion Popescu-Pasărea, Gavriil Musicescu, Nicolae Lungu, Grigore Pântiru, or Nicu 
Moldoveanu, the Byzantine musical tradition was preserved, systematized, and adapted to the new 
pedagogical and cultural conditions of the modern era. These authors contributed both to the 
transmission of the psaltic repertoire in the Romanian language and to the creation of bridges 
between the Eastern modal tradition and the Western musical system. 

The research highlights that the transcription of psaltic music involved numerous 
theoretical and practical difficulties. The fundamental differences between the two musical 
systems – the modal character of Byzantine music, the existence of microintervals, the role of 
orality, and the semiographic specificity of psaltic notation – made it impossible to achieve a 
perfect equivalence in Western staff notation. In this context, every attempt at transcription 
inevitably presupposed certain simplifications, rhythmic regularizations, and harmonic 
adaptations. 

At the same time, the study underlines that the process of Westernization of the Romanian 
church repertoire should not be interpreted exclusively as a diminishment of the Byzantine 
tradition. In many situations, choral harmonization and the use of staff notation represented 
necessary solutions for the preservation, transmission, and valorization of the liturgical heritage in 
a cultural context in constant transformation. 

The work has, however, a predominantly theoretical and historical-musicological 
character. The principal emphasis was placed on: 

- presenting the historical and cultural context; 
- analyzing the contributions of the principal Romanian authors; 
- explaining the differences between the two notation systems; 

 
30 Grigore Pântiru, op. cit. 
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- highlighting the liturgical, aesthetic, and identity implications of transcription. 
For this reason, concrete musical examples were used in a limited and illustrative form, 

without the development of a detailed semiographic and comparative analysis. Such an approach 
would require a separate, far more extensive study dedicated exclusively to applied musical 
analyses. It may be stated that the present study represents primarily an introductory and theoretical 
stage of a more extensive research. 

A possible continuation, in a second part of the research, could include: 
- comparative analysis of psaltic manuscripts and editions in staff notation; 
- developed and analytically commented musical examples; 
- comparative studies between psaltic variants and those harmonized chorally; 
- semiographic analysis of neumes and melodic formulae; 
- investigation of microintervallic differences between the Byzantine and Western 
tempered systems; 
- concrete examples of transcription and harmonization from the Romanian liturgical 
repertoire; 
- analysis of contemporary interpretive practice. 
Such a continuation would allow a deeper investigation of the relationship between the 

theory of notation and interpretive practice, providing a more complete picture of how the 
Byzantine repertoire was adapted and received in modern Romanian musical culture. 

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the process of transcribing psaltic music into 
Western staff notation represented a complex phenomenon, situated at the intersection between 
tradition and modernity, between fidelity to the Byzantine ethos and the necessity of pedagogical 
and cultural adaptation. The contribution of the Romanian authors analyzed remains essential for 
understanding the evolution of Romanian church music and the way in which the psaltic heritage 
was transmitted to modern generations. Through its theoretical and synthetic dimension, the work 
may constitute a foundation for future research dedicated to concrete musical analysis and the 
deepening of the relationship between psaltic notation and Western staff notation in the Romanian 
Orthodox space. 
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