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The thesis with the title „THE LITURGICAL CHURCH MUSIC AND OF 

FOLKLORIC INSPIRATION FROM THE UPPER MUREŞ VALLEY BETWEEN XIX-XXI 

CENTURIES‖ proposes  to emphasis a category of the church music in 

Transylvania underlining the way in which it was submitted in the Upper Mureş 

Area. 

           In this area, the church music has never been approached from such a 

complex perspective-from the liturgical and folk inspiration in comparative 

versions, the investigated areas or including such a long period of time and only 

fragmentary in some historical works which were interested in the circulation of 

the religious book in this area or in some ethnology and folk works in which are 

identified some religious themes in folk creations. 

      The reason of choosing this theme mentioned before about this 

geographical area of the Upper Mureş Valley has thus two aspects: an objective 

one because of the context which is offered by the status of the unexplored area 

and an subjective one because I belong by birth to this area. The specific 

determinations of this area are from Izvorul Mureşului until the interference of 

the Mureş river with Gurghiu river and Reghin, mentioning the adjacent valleys: 

Gurghiu, Beica, Luţ. 

  The period mentioned in the title –the XIX-XXI centuries –is the 

temporal and reference space in which we follow the entire route of the church 

music in the established area. Before XIX-th century evidences which can offer 

some informations about the church music in this area are vague and almost 

inexistent. The XXIth century represents in this thesis the current stage of the 

music, mentioned here using the print technique; then the musical transcription 

method and the comparative analyses of the versions noticed a century before 

by Father Dimitre Cunţanu, and it was the promoted music in this period in the 

theological schools. In this manner we can offer a perfect overview of a 

dynamic process within the church music, a process which suffers some 
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changes according to spiritual experiences, but especially depending of the 

social and cultural context of those who sing-the cantors. 

The thesis has an important purpose to present the church-liturgical and 

of folk inspiration music on the Upper Mureş Valley and its current functional 

complexity, as a dynamic process of the cultural and religious life, in evolution, 

for the spiritual side of the culture, is in a perpetual transformation which 

requires a specific and flexible attitude of the researchers. The reconstruction of 

the historical facts is made by analyzing the past: scrap materials, the artistic 

works of the epoch, spiritual products, as sources of informations for the 

researcher in historical field. 

The scientific approach goes beyond the correlating stage of the 

information, making connections between the musical-religious element and its 

evolutionary  context: social, economical, political, spiritual, cultural,  esthetical 

context. From this point of view we can identify two major purposes: the 

reconstruction of the past and its explanation, because by presenting the past the 

present takes new overtones. 

         The main purpose of the thesis is the emphasis of the evolution of 

liturgical church music of folk inspiration from the Upper Mureş Valley 

between XIX-XXI centuries. 

The general objectives of this research are distinguished by approaching 

this thesis and emphasis the following aspects: 

- identifying the role of the religious element in preserving and promoting 

the national identity 

- establishing the role of the monasteries from the Mureş Valley in 

promoting the church music culture 

- Identifying and promoting the manuscripts and the religious book in 

circulation on the Upper Mureş Valley. 

- Remembering the teachers and the scholars as promotors of the religious 

worship. 
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          Belonging to the monographic research category, this thesis emphasis all 

the aspects of the material and spiritual culture starting from the historical and 

geographical coordinates of the studied area until the social-economic and 

cultural-spiritual reality is reached, which determinated dynamic movements 

within the theme of this research. The central phenomenon described in this 

thesis is „the church music‖, an important element which allows the describing 

of the main aspects of the community life from the Upper Mureş Valley. 

This thesis has two main parts: a theoretical-documentary one and a 

practical-applied one. 

The first part, the theoretical-documentary one, is described in the first 

two chapters of the thesis, developing general aspects about the situation of the 

church music on the Upper Mureş Valley, and the second part,  the last two 

chapters of the thesis, describing the original research of the thesis. 

CHAPTER I describes some elements present in the specific church 

music performed by the cantors between XVII-XIX centuries like: the presence 

of the byzantine music nearby the monasteries; the presence of the religious 

books brought from Moldova and Ţara Romaneasca; local teachers and scholars 

or travellers-manuscripts copyists or cantors of byzantine music; the influence 

of the Uniate upon the church music through the Blaj prints and chants and by 

the representants of the Transylvanian School. 

CHAPTER II tries to emphasize the church music between XIX-XX 

centuries, a music situated between tradition and innovation. The orality is one 

of the determineted factors of the musical tradition in this area oppressed by the 

foreign nations and religions, in a significant period of history. The appearance 

after 1950 of the cantor schools in Sibiu, Cluj, Alba Iulia and of appearance of 

the training courses for the cantors, helped the revival of the church music in the 

studied area. So, the  XX century implies the appearance of the choral singing in 

some of the Parish Churches and its application in services by the cantors who 

graduate some church music courses. Around  this time there was a revival of 
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monastic life in this area, by founding and reopening of the same old 

monasteries, an element which brings a variety in choral music on the Upper 

Mureş Valley. 

CHAPTER III presents a research study that took place on field and it has 

lasted for two years. This field work implied the application of some practical 

methods and techniques like: the choosing of the field informers and of the 

representative parishes through scheduling technique, the gathering of the 

church music  materials through the recording technique, the selection of the 

material and its musical transcription, the comparative analysis of music. We 

had identified 11 parishes from the adjacent valleys of the Upper Valley and 

from the main course of Mureş which are the informative centers and which 

provide church music materials; and the informers from these parishes were the 

cantors. The selection of the materials is made according to The 8 Church 

Voices(„Lord I have cried‖, topiaries and the antiphons, the chants of the Holy 

Liturgy by John Chrysostom and the chants of the funeral services. These 

materials were analyzed from the musical point of view within a comparative 

analysis of voices of Dimitrie Cunţanu. 

      The appearance in Sibiu of the book Collection of chants on the eight 

voices collected by father Dimitrie Cunţanu, as well as its introduction  in the 

theology schools or in cantors schools had an important different versions in 

circulation on the Upper Mureş Valley with the church effect upon the local 

churches, too. Both priests and cantors had accepted and promoted this version, 

acquiring the uniformity of the church voices, preserved until present days in 

the parishes, with some exceptions. 

However, in the most parish churches the cantors claim that they know 

these chants, in spite of the lack of some specialized studies for some of them, 

the old ones, their limited musical skills, the second job for them, leads us to 

another reality. In some parishes the chants on the eight voices are partially 
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known, in others are interpreted incorrectly and only in some cases we notice 

the strong influence of Blaj chants. 

        For this reason I considered necessary to do this comparative study on 

the church voices following the Dimitrie Cunţanu version-the official version 

used in the local parishes-and the cantors ‗versions interpreted in the selected 

parishes, which are based on the same version. 

 The used method in this study was the one inspired by its promoter 

Dimitrie Cunţanu: the choosing of the research area, the selection of the contact 

persons, the audio-recording of the musical material, the transcribing of the 

music sheets in electronic format, the comparative analysis of music, 

conclusions. 

  For the beginning I choose the Parishes that will take part to the research. 

Their selection has been made according to several criteria: 

- the parishes location 

- the oldness of the orthodox community 

- the parish implications in the local history  

- urban and rural parishes 

- the size of the parish(the number of the christians) 

An another determinant factor in this selection of the parishes was the 

following of an specific typology of the cantor. Within it I mentioned the 

following aspects: 

- the age 

- the work experience 

- the qualification through special courses 

- the cantors which had acquired musical knowledge through other 

methods 

     In this study I choose to include and to analyze 11 orthodox parishes, 

meaning 10% of all urban and rural orthodox parishes situated between the 
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localities Izvorul Mureşului and Reghin the area known as  „Upper Mureş 

Valley.‖ 

 The cantors mentioned in the study are 11, having the mean age of 60, 

including five who graduated the Church Cantors School Courses in Reghin; 

one who graduated the Greek-Catholic School for cantors in Gherla (Cluj),and 

five who learned the chants of the 8 Voices either individually or from the 

parishes priests, or from their predecessors, the older cantors. Considering these 

facts regarding the cantors experience, we can conclude that the ones who were 

at school ,in generally, knew the eight voices, the topiaries and the antiphons, 

instead the others knew all the topiaries and antiphons, but the voices chants  

only partially. 

      After this selection it followed the audio-record stage of church music 

proposed fond. I have visited each parish individually asking the cantors to 

interpret the 8 voices, the topiaries and the antiphons, according to their musical 

knowledge. 

      The transposition on musical notes of the recorded material was an hard 

work when I placed the musical material obtained by audio printing on a 

notebook. 

    On the next stage I used the knowledge‘s acquired at a computer 

discipline studied at the Music Academy‖ Gheorghe Dima„ from Cluj, 

transposing in this way all the notes from the music notebook in electronic 

format using as a support the soft Sibelius 7. 

        For a better observation of the materials proposed for the analysis and 

comparison, I put the staves simultaneous, specifying the origin of each stave. 

       At the end of each exposure of the material, I realized the musical 

analysis of each versions to emphasis the specific elements. 

         Finally I presented a comparative analysis of Cunţanu`s version together 

with other new versions, to see which are the similarities and the differences 

between these chants and which elements are original in these versions. 
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Voice I 

 Dimitrie Cunţanu  

Andante 

 

 Băița 

 

 Bistra Mureșului 

 

  Deda 

 

 Ideciu de Sus 

 

Jabenița 

 

 Reghin 

 

 Vătava 
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The musical analysis of the Voice I 

 

           Dimitrie Cunţanu: The voice I is sung in the Aeolic module, a module in 

minor status up to the sound LA, which in tonal system corresponds to natural 

minor. The features of the module are found in its structure where the tones are 

between the steps I-II; III-IV; IV-V; VI-VII and VII-VIII, and the halftones are 

between the steps II-III and V-VI. In our case, the module is transposed on the 

sound MI. We see its form in this voice, both with the step VI altered up word 

and unaltered. 

The rhythm of the voice I is binary, it is composed from basic formulas, 

spondaic rhythm or its augmented or diminished forms, anapest formulas dactyl 

rhythms and appear only one dotted ductility‘s. 

          The used ambitious of the voice I is a lowered octave, starting from the 

first octave, from the sound DO until the sound Do from the second octave. We 

notice the cadences on the sound MI, SOL and SI, and the final on the sound 

MI. The movement is irmological. 

        Baiţa: The voice I used in this parish also belongs to the Aeolic module, 

but in contrast to the D. Cunţanu`s version, here we do not find the VI- th step 

downward altered, moreover this step does not appear during the development if 

the voice. The rhythm is free, it consists of basic spondaic formulas augmented, 

the dactyl and anapests. The ambitious is narrower, from RE belonging to the 

first octave until SI from the same octave. We notice the cadences on the sound 

MI and SOL and the final on the sound MI. The movement of this voice is 

sticherarion. 
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    Bistra  Mureşului   In this parish ,the voice I is used in Aeolic module 

like in Cunţanu`s version. The rhythm is free, based on Pyric formulas, of 

anapest and its derivatives, dotted and spondaic trochee.The ambitus is extended 

over a range of high seventh, from SI flat on the lower octave(the VI th step of 

the module) to LA from the first octave(the step V th of the module).The 

cadences are put on the sounds RE and FA, and the final on the sound RE. The 

movement of this voice is sticherarion. 

    Deda  The used module is Aeolic, with the  III-th step sometimes altered 

and sometimes unaltered. Overall the rhythm is free, here and there even rubato, 

in which abounds sometimes the formulas of spondaic rhythm; the longest 

duration used here is the whole note and the lowest is the eighth. As exceptional 

rhythm formulas we mention the triolet, the ambitious is of small seventh, from 

DO of the first octave until SI of the same octave. The cadences are on the 

sound MI, SOL and SI and the final is on MI. The movement of this voice is 

sticherarion. 

         Ideciu de Sus: The module is Aeolic in this parish and the free rhythm is 

formed by anapests, dactyl, pyric and dotted trochee formulas. As an 

exceptional rhythmic formula we notice the triolet. The ambitious is restricted 

to a perfect quint, from DO of the first octave to SOL from the same octave. 

The cadences are on the sounds MI, SOL and SI and the final is on MI. The 

movement of this voice is sticherarion. 

    Jabeniţa  The Aeolic module is used in this parish, the rhythm is binary, 

in which are  dominating the formulas built from an eighth with a dot followed 

by a sixteenth. The ambitious is restricted to a perfect quint, from the sound RE 

of the first octave to LA from the same octave. All the cadences and the final 

are on the sound MI. The movement of this voice is sticherarion. 

      Reghin: This parish uses for the voice I the Aeolic module with the step 

VI-th high. The rhythm is binary framed in the measure 2/4. During its 

development we notice the spondaic, pyric, anapests and dactyl formulas. The 



16 
 

ambitious is of small seventh, from the sound DO# of the first octave until the 

sound SI from the same octave. The cadences are on the sound MI, SOL and SI 

and the final is on MI. The movement of this voice is sticherarion. 

   Vătava   The module is Aeolic with the step VIIth raised corresponding to the 

harmonic minor as in Cunţanu`s version. The rhythm is free, rubato, prevailing 

the pyric formulas. In two places we notice the same exceptional rhythm 

formulas, the triolet. The ambitious is restricted to a small sexta. The cadences 

are on the sound MI, FA# and SOL and the final is on MI. The movement of 

this voice is sticherarion. 

       Regarding the melody and the rhythm, the particularities of each parish 

can be easily noticed in these examples. 

           The cantors from Chiheru, Gurghiu and Sâmnihaiu de Pădure do not 

know the melody of the voice I ,using for the interpretation of chants the 

melody of the voice I troparia. 

 

The comparative  analysis 

 

      Regarding the way in which is interpreted the voice I ,we can notice that 

in all seven parishes the cantors used the Aeolic mode(natural minor) like in 

Dimitrie Cunţanu`s version. There are small differences in the Băiţa parish 

where we do not see the VI-th step, and in Deda parish where they perform in 

the VII-th step sometimes altered and sometimes unaltered, and in Reghin 

where they use the VI-th step and in Vătava where they use the VIIth step risen. 

       The rhythm used by the cantors in the parishes Reghin and Jabeniţa is a 

binary one with some variations of the basic spondaic rhythm or its forms 

augmented or siminished; the dactyl rhythms formulas, anapests and the dotted 

dactylitis of Cunţanu`s version appears only once. Instead in the others we 

notice a free rhythm, sometimes altering between anapests, dactyl, pyric and 

rubato dotted trochee and sometimes spondaic. 
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     The ambitus in Cunţanu`s version has the largest format from a lowered 

octave (DO#) unlike the ambitious noticed in the parishes, where it alternates. 

The  most narrowly ambitious is noticed in Ideciu de Sus and Jabeniţa and it is 

formed from a perfect quint(DO respectively RE),followed by a risen  ambitious 

in sexta in Baita and Vătava and than in Deda and Reghin with some small 

septimas intervals(from DO respectively RE#) and Bistra Muresului with a 

largest septimas interval (from SI b). 

            The cadences on MI, SOL and SI with the final on MI like in Cunţanu`s 

version, are the most common in Baiţa, Deda, Ideciu de Sus, Jabeniţa and 

Reghin. The exceptions are in Bistra Mureşului where all the cadences and the 

final are on RE and in Vătava where the cadences are on MI, FA#, SOL with 

the final on MI. 

     If the voice I in Cunţanu`s version has an irmological movement, in all 

the parishes the melody of this voice has an sticherarion movement. 

 

Dimitrie Cunţanu.  V. 1 

Andante 

 

 Băiţa   v. 2. 

 

  

 

     From al the analyzed versions, the cantor from Băiţa is the closest of 

Cunţanu`s version. Small differences are noticed in the voice I tone. If in V.1 it 

starts from the sound MI  
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in V.2 there is a difference of a low tertia starting from the sound SOL 

However the voice I module is a minor one, the same 

in both versions. In our case, the module is transposed on the sound MI. In our 

case ,the module is transposed on the sound Do#   what is different from 

V.2 where we notice the sound RE, but the difference is only in a semitone. 

Otherwise we can see that the formulas and the values of the notes are identical. 

             If in V.1 the rhythm of the voice I is a binary one, in V. 2. even in the 

case we notice a free rhythm, the values of the quarto and half notes, we deduce 

a visible similarity  from this point of view. 

The cadences in both cases are identical, they fell on the sound MI, SOL 

and SI and the final on the sound MI. Regarding the movement, it is an 

irmological one in both versions. 

CHAPTER  IV presents the folkloric-religious elements from the family 

cycle and the customs of the year in circulation on the Upper Mureş Valley, 

      The religion and the folklore are inseparable parts of the people`s life, 

either emphasing the human manifestations(the religion)or mirroring them(the 

folklore) in some differing the community rent aspects. The two fields are 

closely related with the most important moments of romanian christian life: the 

birth, the marriage, the death and the great annual holidays in the community 

life. 

     Our national folklore, as an organic part of the christian tradition, our 

ancestors tradition, is formed of the combining authentic expression of the 

popular theological thinking with the oral transmission, uninterrupted, of the 

evangelical teaching, of the apostolic, patristic and martyrs tradition, as 

ontological issues of the romanian people ethno genesis.  From this perspective 

a real meeting with the theology and orthodox romanian spirituality on the field 



19 
 

of local folklore, implies the deep knowledge of the folklore and of the 

romanian spiritual treasures. 

    The life cycle rituals offer a way to explore the faith and the practices 

which are the base of the european communities. Using the words and the 

melodies in the sung prayers, using the ritually folkloric-religious movements 

and worship acts, the human being expresses hid deep feelings and its faith 

towards God. 

    The folkloric creations with a rich religious influence are the ones which 

belong to the family cycle, in particular, the ones related with the baptism, 

wedding and funeral rituals; the aspects in circulation  in the rural communities 

from the Upper Mureş Valley. The attitude towards life and death, the journey 

of the soul and body as well as the mourning in its dimensions, are some of the 

common themes of the religious and folkloric texts, having a relatively 

synonymous approach. The Birth and the Baptism, the Wedding and the 

Marriage, the Death and the Mourning are the human life episodes which 

influence both the human soul and his social life that is why they are well 

represented in the religious-folkloric texts. Within the musical folklore present 

in the annual customs, we notice the religious carols, as „an expression of the 

Bible, of the theological truths, which are a folklorical theologized deification 

of human being, carried through the words by the incarnation of the Son of God 

heralds.‖ 

     The religious carol, in the romanian archaic environment, was deeply 

influenced by the church hymnography, in order to transmit the fundamental 

dogmatic ideas in an accessible form for the believers. 

      The folkloric-religious material preserved from ancient times, alive and 

present in each fact of the rural community‘s life, keeps the memory of the past 

times in the descendant‘s souls, despite the passage of time. 

     In order to emphasis the original aspects of the folkloric-religious 

phenomenon which characterizes the local society-as its product, we have to 
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observe the text from the diachronic and synchronous point of view. What we 

discover  will form the new, original version –if it was not discovered and 

opened to the large pubic yet-in the location proposed for the research .The 

establishment of the ethnographical area through  spatial, geographical and 

ethnical delimitation proposed for research, is one  of the requirements of the 

folklore gatherer. As a result, in this research has been proposed as the 

ethnographical area the Upper Mureş Valley, the folklore elements in 

circulation here. 

     The research`s purpose is related with the testimony that must be made 

public, about the continuity and the authentic christian orthodox specific in this 

determinated ethnographical area. The material, still in circulation, represents 

for the Romanian people an evidence of the resistance in front of the 

vicissitudes of the history, both material and spiritual. That is why this ethno 

musicological research does not speak only about the material respectively the 

music, but it describes the one who created it  and  sings it, too, analyzing the 

entire  world of ideas ,‖customs, beliefs, gestures or conditions in which this 

music is conceived. That is how the folklore, through this function of music, 

stays besides the human being in his entire complexity. 

     The gathering of the materials has been made interviewing the local 

folklorists and recording the field information. Later the material was processed 

both musically, by transcribing the linear notation, and theological, by a 

thematic analysis. 

              The funeral chants   
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Musical analysis 

The funeral chants are interpreted, in generally, in the same manner. They 

do not have different musical construction, the text being the one that 

emphasizes the gravity of the moment. For this reason I choose only an example 

of  funeral chant, because from the musical point of view, on the Upper Mureş 

Valley does not exist differences in execution mode of these funeral chants or 

lyrics. 

      The most important factor is the person who sings these funeral chants. 

IN some cases they are interpreted by old women, called „howlers‖, who 

accompany the melody of the lyrics with crying and mourning, intensifying the 

message and offering to the auditor a moment full of sadness. 

       In the villages where are still kept these „funeral chants‖, these are 

interpreted in most cases by the church`s cantor, even if these are composed by 

other people. The modern trend which slowly swallows the archaic one, made 

these practices to decrease and in most cases entirely disappear. 

The interpretation of these lyrics by the cantor is an effective one and an 

emotional one, a professional interpretation, which does not touches‖the soul‖, 

that is why sometimes they left apart. 

The system in which this funeral chant is interpreted is a tetra phonic one, 

with the final on FA. 
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The rhythm is asymmetrical of parlando-rubato, being present the pyric 

forms. The durations are optimal and sixteenth, and as a special formula, we 

notice the triolet. Also is present the syncope. 

The ambitus is limited on a perfect quint interval(FA-DO). 

The  cadences are put on the sounds SOL, LA and FA and the Final is on 

FA. 

The movement is recitative. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

         This thesis is a study of a theme sequential investigated until present days, 

in comparison with its meaning, amplitude and generality. 

 The identification of the connection between the religious element and 

the promotion of the national identity in the Upper Mureş area in the 

period of Hapsburg oppression; in this period the church music has been a 

national and spiritual element which promote the national identity. 

 The determination of the role of the monasteries from Mureş between the 

XVII-XIX centuries in promoting the culture and the church music; these 

monasteries were oasis of culture and spirituality for the romanians, from 

these lands, who had no other possibility of education. 

 The identification of some figures of teachers and scholars who worked 

in this area as promoters of the church music; through them, the 

byzantine  music was spread, brought from the traditional monastic 

centers like Neamţ Monastery or Putna Monastery. 

 The effects of the Uniate in the church music life on the Upper Mureş 

Valley are emphasized by the circulation of the religious books from Blaj, 

by forming church singers in tributary schools to the United Church. 

 The new elements brought in the church music between XIX-XX 

centuries by joining the orality with learnt music in the school centers of 
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preparation of the church cantors; this new element leaded to the revival 

of the church music in the studied area. 

 The the development of the choir music in the studied area leads to the 

founding of some church choirs which activate in the liturgical back 

round; this fact speaks about the musical education of the audience and 

the higher level of the musical approach in this area. 

 The promotion of the byzantine  music through the reopening and the 

founding of some new monastic centres; within them, the liturgical music 

, especially byzantine, learned by monks arrived in area from the 

Moldova`s and Muntenia`s monastic centres. Therefore we see today the 

phenomenon of the XVII-XIX centuries, when the byzantine  music was 

brought here over the mountains. 

 The church music, despite the vicissitudes of time, preserved the local 

element in the services, through the orality, and receiving a specific 

characteristic for the Transylvanian church music. 

 The results of the practical study made on field, realized in the 

determined area, we have the following conclusions: 

 The emphasis on the church music in contemporary circulation on the 

Upper Mureş Valley through the audio recordings made on field, after the 

selection of the representative centers and of the proper informers, is 

some important elements of the actual situation of the church music. 

 11 parishes contributed to our research project upon the liturgical music 

through the local cantors, the partners in this project. 

 The realization of the musical transcripts of all versions interpreted by the 

cantors on a schematic theme: the church voices, the chants of Saint John 

Chrysostom`s liturgy and some chants from the funeral service; these 

condenses all the liturgical and musical contemporary material. 

 The musical and comparative analysis of the versions picked up on the 

studied area, offers the possibility of a comparative image of the liturgical 
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versions which are today in circulation on the Upper Mureş Valley, 

depending on the education of the cantors in the local monastic centers or 

depending of other factors which influenced the musical element. 

 The comparative analysis of the representative music of the Upper Mureş 

Valley with the musical version of Dimitrie Cunţanu, shows the 

similarities which in some cases are variable, but in others do not, 

because we remark the considerable differences under the impact of the 

socio-cultural influences. 

 The religious folklore preserves the multiple elements of theological 

importance, which were submitted along generations, within the orthodox 

communities which were oppressed from the spiritual point of view. This 

is the case of the carol-with evident biblical themes-and of the funeral 

chants-with evident dogmatic themes like: the immortality of the soul, the 

eternal life, the existence of the heaven and hell, and some other ritual-

ceremonial categories of the family cycle. 
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