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ABSTRACT  

 

Keywords: Musicescu, transcription, choir, modal, concert, folklore, innovation, 

tradition, compozition 

 

Gavriil Musicescu remained in the history of the Romanian music as the founder 

of the first mixed choir – that of the Metropolitan Cathedral from Iassy. But the other 

directions of his activity are less known. Regarding his activity as founder and 

conductor of the choir there still are many details to be discovered. However, one 

could not speak about Musicescu without mentioning his didactic activity, his 

compositions and even his less known preoccupations of folklore. It would be unjust 

to his memory not to approach all these subjects in their complexity. It has been often 

spoken about the Russian influence in his works – which no one can deny – but we 

think it is time to analyze his creation thoroughly to be able to state precisely how 

much of it is influenced by the Russian musical structures. We think that his works 

would not be so appreciated if they didn’t fit the spiritual structure of the Romanian, if 

they were not constructed using the traditional direction, which he himself loved. His 

compositions from the end of the 19
th

 century are still part of the repertoire of many 

choirs which aspire to the fame that the metropolitan choir had at the time. 

Gavriil Musicescu’s personality was extremely complex and fascinating in the 

same time through his work capacity, through courage, but especially through his love 

for music. And since where there is talent there has to be much more work, we would 

like to bring to light, to dust the documents that are forgotten in archives and to 

dedicate to Gavriil Musicescu a complex monography, worthy of the one who 

continues to live in everyone’s conscience through his ample work in the field of 

music. 

BRIEF HISTORICAL AND THEMATIC CONTEXTUALIZATION. The 19
th

 century was 

extremely rich in events both political and social, who determined ample movements 

in the cultural world in general and in the musical environment in particular. To be 

more precise, the religious music of Byzantine tradition went through the Chrysantic 

reform, which was intensively disputed by the psalts then and now as well. This 



5 
 

reform lead to a simplification of the neumatic notation and in our opinion to the 

facilitation of the chants that existed in the common musical fund.  

In the Romanian Principalities the introduction of the Chrysantic reform also 

enhanced the apogee of the process of Romaniazation of the chants, a process that had 

begun a century earlier with Filothei sin Agăi Jipei. Makarios the Hieromonk, Anton 

Pann and Dimitrie Suceveanu contributed to the development of the psaltic repertoire. 

However, the schools of psaltic music were closing one after the other and were very 

poorly financed and the introduction of the choral music in Romania meant the 

decline of the old monody of Byzantine tradition. 

In this context in which on the one hand the choral art was just at the beginning 

and had a very poor repertoire, and on the other hand the psaltic art was menaced by 

extinction, Gavriil Musicescu was providential through his activity, composing, 

transcribing and valorizing the Byzantine melody.  

PREVIOUS APPROACHES OF THE THEME. Until now in Romania there is only one 

extended work dedicated to the life and work of the great Moldavian composer, signed 

by George Breazul, Gavriil Musicescu. Schiţă monografică, Editura muzicală, Bucureşti, 

1962. The volume speaks about the life of Musicescu, his activity as a composer and 

professor, and it also offers generous space to his activity as a publicist and to the 

musical analysis of some of Musicescu’s creations. Starting with this volume until 

today we couldn’t find another extended work dedicated to Gavriil Musicescu. The 

reverential studies and articles that we identified focus on various areas of the activity 

of the Moldavian composer, either on his successes as a conductor, on his activity as a 

professor or on his transcriptions. Their number, though rather generous, does not 

reflect the amount of new information presented.  

In the professional literature from abroad we have identified only one volume 

dedicated to Musicescu, signed by L. Acsionova, Gavriil Musicescu viaţa şi opera, 

Editura de stat „Cartea Moldovenească”, Chişinău, 1960. 

Starting from these two volumes and the articles we identified, we developed a 

rigorous research that comprised the National Archives from Bucharest, Iassy and 

Vaslui, various funds of the Central University Libraries and extended to the press of 

that time from abroad with the intention to elaborate a complex thesis that would 
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reflect as correctly as possible the personality of the great Musician Gavriil 

Musicescu. 

THE OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH. After identifying a vast material from 

authentic sources which comprise holograph letters of Musicescu and authentic 

documents, and for the need to elaborate a complete research, we assumed the 

following objectives: 

- To update the already existing information regarding the life and activity of 

the composer, clearing several points with the help of the documents found in 

the archives; 

- To present Musicescu’s personality in all its complexity; 

- To analyze the most important and representative works from the creation of 

Gavriil Musicescu; 

- To emphasize Musicescu’s style within his creations; 

- To prove the importance of the work of Gavriil Musicescu both for 

contemporaneity and for posterity, within the country and abroad.  

 CONTRIBUTION OF THE THESIS TO THE FIELD OF RESEARCH. The thesis brings an 

important contribution to the field of Church music under many aspects, as follows: a) 

clarification of some divergent points regarding the life and studies of Gavriil 

Musicescu with the help of documents discovered in the archives; b) identification of 

the theological-missionary activity of the Moldavian composer, an aspect which was 

never before written of; c)detailed presentation of the activity as a conductor and of 

the concerts, which proves the importance and influence that Musicescu had 

nationwide in the musical field.  

STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS. The thesis is structured in five chapters that follow 

in detail the diverse directions of the activity of Gavriil Musicescu in the musical 

field.  

Chapter I presents the international and intern musical context of the time.  It is 

necessary to know this context in order to understand better the work of Gavriil 

Musicescu, the progress of the musical culture during the time he was active. The 

national schools were passing through a period of important development throughout 

Europe, and all the countries were eager to state their national features, even though 
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they did not offer remarkable musical productions until then. The powerful influence 

of Wagner on the one hand and Verdi and his disciples on the other hand, would come 

to an end, and the nations of Europe had an extremely valuable thesaurus to replace 

successfully the German and Italian authority in the musical field. Each European 

people contributed to the development of the musical culture, not only through the 

musical quote, but also through the themes approached, in which they found 

themselves easier, thus making music more accessible to the masses, that could now 

resonate with the works of the great national composers. 

 In Romania the linear system of notation and the harmonic music had just been 

introduced and were more and more appreciated with every day. Moreover, the 

religious music of Byzantine tradition had just passed through the cathartic fire of the 

Chrysantic reform throughout Europe just to deal with more difficulties in Romania. 

Almost 50 years after the monumental work of Makarios the Hieromonk, the psaltic 

musical art of Byzantine tradition was considered obsolete, a symbol for all that was 

old and retrograde in the Romanian culture, the schools of psaltic music were fewer 

and fewer, and the cantors were payed very poorly. This situation, together with the 

wish to replace the psaltic music with the choral one, which was more and more 

appreciated through the choirs that were founded throughout the country, culminated 

with the reform of Alexandru Ioan Cuza. In this context, Musicescu’s activity starts to 

shape, mixing traditional elements of the Romanian music, either religious or profane, 

with his innovative ideas through which he wanted to contribute to the progress of the 

musical culture from our country.  

Chapter II presents a series of biographical references: the life and studies of the 

great composer from Iassy. Coming from a musical environment, Musicescu 

developed his natural talent from childhood through hard work, through studies at the 

Seminaries from Socola, Huşi, at the Musical Conservatory from Iassy, and then 

abroad at the Imperial Chapel and the Musical Conservatory from St. Petersburg. His 

agility, his capacity to memorize quickly the new information, his perseverance 

always helped him accomplish what he wanted, most often in the shortest time 

possible. For example, in St. Petersburg he managed to finish his studies in just one 

year. From the point of view of his creation and of the modal harmonization that 
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Musicescu learned in Russia, his studies there were decisive for the complexity of the 

phenomenon that he initiated national wide: harmonizing folklore based on modal 

principles. 

As many of the representative figures of the Romanian culture, Musicescu did 

not have an easy life from a financial point of view. His big family, the illness of his 

wife and daughter reduced considerably the family budget and they did not afford the 

luxury to spend their holidays somewhere else.  

Although he died while he was in his full capacity of creation, having only 56 

years old, Musicescu lead a rich life, dedicated almost exclusively to music, with a 

daily routine that exceeded 12 hours of didactic and creative activity. From his whole 

correspondence Musicescu presents himself as a tenacious man, a complete 

professional and a profound Orthodox Christian, which is defining for his entire work. 

Gavriil Musicescu could not and did not want to differentiate his personal life from 

the two main axes that governed his existence: Orthodoxy and Romanian people. 

Understanding these two defining aspects of Musicescu’s life will also lead us to the 

understanding of his entire work.  

 Chapter III presents Musicescu as conductor. He started his career as the 

conductor of the choir from Ismail, after he obtained with great difficulty the job of 

professor of music at the Seminary. During his studies in St. Petersburg he received 

many offers to conduct prestigious choirs from Russia, but he refused and preferred to 

come to Iassy where he prepared and conducted the choir of the Metropolitan 

Cathedral for almost 30 years. Musicescu also supervised the other choirs from Iassy, 

especially the one from the church of St. Spyridon. He is also the one who founded the 

orchestra of the Musical Conservatory from Iassy with the purpose to encourage the 

artistic progress of his students. We received the conducting technique used by 

Musicescu through some of his former chorists who described briefly his attitude 

during the rehearsals or the performances of the choir. The press of the time 

appreciates the metropolitan choir as the best in the country, which was also famous 

abroad, the choir with the most beautiful and sensitive interpretation, capable to rival 

with the most renowned choirs from abroad. With the help of a tough discipline and of 

the theory and harmony lessons, Musicescu transformed his choir into the aesthetic 
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standard of the last decades of the 19
th

 century. With this choir Musicescu made 

several tours in the country and abroad, through which he wanted to promote the 

Orthodox faith and the love for the Romanian nation. Until the first performances of 

the metropolitan choir from Iassy, such concerts were completely unusual, but 

Musicescu was exceptional in everything he has done so that we may consider him the 

initiator of such manifestations. After the debut, the words related to the choir and its 

conductor were only in the superlative, which means that the level of excellence that it 

attained was extremely high.  

As innovator of all the musical directions that he focused on, Musicescu did not 

leave the choral field in the initial stage, but fought for the introduction of women 

within the choir, a success that lead to an improvement of the choral productions. 

Moreover, the conception according to which all the chorists had to have at least 

elementary knowledge of theory, harmony and history of music contributed decisively 

to the success that the metropolitan choir had as long as it was conducted by 

Musicescu.  

Chapter IV speaks about the pedagogical activity of Musicescu, either as 

professor of harmony, director of the Conservatory from Iassy or as professor in 

various schools and associations. Musicescu was not only a gifted conductor, but also 

a genial pedagogue, who transmitted very skillfully his innovative ideas to his 

students, of which the most famous are Ion Vidu, Timotei Popovici or Alexandru 

Zirra. Thus, Musicescu always appeared as a harsh professor, who put a great 

emphasis on the logical understanding of the notions, on the real living of what he 

professed. Also, Musicescu presented these ideas that he transmitted to his students 

and that represented his artistic creed to the public, through conferences or articles 

published in the press of that time. We read about a passionate musician, eager to 

contribute with his work to the development of the national musical culture, a special 

theologian who wanted to promote the Orthodox faith through the art that he 

possessed completely. Moreover, Musicescu was aware of the fact that in order for the 

musical art to flourish it was also necessary that the public was instructed, not only 

those who perform. To this respect, he initiated a series of conferences-auditions 

through which he wanted to introduce to the public several elementary notions from 
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the history of music, simultaneously with vocal-instrumental performances offered by 

the professors and students of the Conservatory. It is the first endeavor known until 

today to instruct the public and it proves the vision that Musicescu had and the 

undertaking of wide scope that he wanted to give to the musical phenomenon from 

Romania.  

Chapter V presents more detailed the musical creations of the composer, divided 

into sections: choral religious music, transcriptions of psaltic music, and arrangements 

of folklore. The main features of the style of Musicescu made him famous and 

acknowledged as a good composer not only in Romania, but also abroad through the 

medals he obtained at the International Exhibition from Paris or through the fact that 

his works were interpreted by the choirs of the European capitals. The multiple 

directions opened by Musicescu in all three categories of music presents his as the 

greatest musical personality in Romania in the second half of the 19
th

 century. 

Musicescu knew how to pass skillfully from the grandiose style of the scores written 

for 7 and 8 voices with piano accompaniment to the psaltic music and even to 

arrangements of religious pieces of Byzantine tradition without overshadowing the 

beauty of any of them.  

Although the most known part of his activity is that of composing a varied 

repertoire for the Holy Liturgy, as well as his concerts that drew accusations of using 

the Russian musical tradition from his adversaries, we consider that his work of 

transcribing the psaltic repertoire of Byzantine tradition is outstanding and most often 

overlooked. Together with Grigore I. Gheorghiu and Gheorghe Dima-Iaşi, Musicescu 

transcribed after Makarios the Hieromonk the chants of the Vespers and Matins on all 

eight voices, publishing a volume for each of the voices. They also published the 

volume of Katavasia and the one with Axions. Although assailed at the time and 

reprehended by the the Holy Synod of the Romanian Orthodox Church, Musicescu 

contributed decisively to the idea of standardization of the religious chants and, after a 

short analysis, one may observe that the works of the three professors from Iassy 

constituted a solid starting point in the work of standardization carried on almost five 

decades later within the Romanian Orthodox Church.  
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Nevertheless, the arrangements of folklore that Musicescu made remain an 

important reference point in the Romanian choral creation, for he was the first to have 

arranged Romanian folklore using modal principles. His works were also appreciated 

abroad, they were distinguished at the International Exhibition from Paris and 

constituted the attraction of all the performances of the metropolitan choir from Iassy, 

bringing joy to the Romanians everywhere.  

Although there are other works dedicated to Musicescu, we wish that through 

this thesis to achieve the following objectives: 

- To update the information already existing with respect to the life and 

activity of the composer, bringing some clarifications with the help of the 

original documents from archives; 

- To present the personality of Gavriil Musicescu in all its complexity; 

- To analyze the most important and representative works from his creation; 

- To emphasize his style within his works; 

- To prove the importance of the work of Gavriil Musicescu both for 

contemporaneity and for posterity, both in Romania and abroad.  

In order to achieve these objectives, during the entire research we had access to 

the original documents that may be found in the Romanian National Archives, the 

offices from Iassy, Bucharest, Vaslui, in the Archives of the Metropoly of Moldavia 

and Bucovina as well as in the fund of manuscripts from the Central University 

Library from Iassy and the Library of the Romanian Academy from Bucharest. Also, 

we consulted a large number of papers and magazines from the time that Musicescu 

lived and worked, from the Central University Library from Iassy and Central 

University Library from Cluj-Napoca. All the materials discovered in the sources 

mentioned above were integrated within the thesis in order to have an authorized 

source to support the ideas and theories regarding the life and work of Musicescu. 

They constitute a valuable material, which is essential with respect to the element of 

novelty that the present thesis wishes to bring, for it presents Gavriil Musicescu – the 

man and the musician as he really was, without useless coverages. 

 The contemporary musical reality presents us more and more young interested 

in the choral religious music. Almost each parish has a small group that wishes to 
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enrich the religious service with choral music. Most of these choirs use the creation of 

Musicescu in their repertoires for the divine service or for concerts given on various 

occasions. Besides the pieces with a religious character, the choirs, especially those 

who perform before the communities of Romanians from abroad, include in their 

repertoire pieces of folklore arranged by Gavriil Musicescu. He is the authority 

regarding the composition of the mixed choir but also the instruction of its members. 

In support of this statement there are testimonies regarding the manner in which the 

rehearsal of the metropolitan choir from Iassy took place, analysis of his conducting 

technique and nevertheless the success that Musicescu’s choir had each time it 

performed in Romania or abroad, receiving lots of compliments even from renowned 

conductors. That is why we believe that it is necessary to know the personality, and 

especially the work and efforts of this great Romanian composer. 
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