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ABSTRACT : Within 20th century music, George Enescu's creation 
can be considered, I would say, prismatically, from multiple angles of 
analysis and research of the microstructure of language, which are 
perforce unique to it. Romanian music’s connection to the Western 
European values  took place also due to a unique vision of the 
composer's on symphonic discourse. Enescu sensed masterfully the 
effect, within the timbre and musical construction as such, of a 
paradigmatic sound model for his aesthetics: the continuous melody; 
his entire creation, be it chamber, opera or symphonic, being placed 
under this aegis.  

His three symphonies, as well as earlier symphonic works, the 
"Romanian Poem"("Poema Română") symphonic suite or the "Suite 
no. 1 for orchestra", experiment with a kind of continuous trajectory 
sound, resembling an inexorable flow of sound time materialized as 
fatum, of the meanings of symbols and existence, belonging to 
Romanian folklore, transfigured and sublimated in  sound spaces of a 
not even slightly ostentatious modernity. 

This expose that I submit, titled: "Enescu’s  symphonism - a 
different vision in twentieth century music" deals with this subject 
area through an analytical-comparative perspective on the three 
Enescu symphonies. 
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WITHIN 20th century music, George Enescu’s work can be looked at prismatically, I would say, from 
several angles of analysis and research of language microstructures, that are in fact characteristic of 
him. Connecting Romanian music to the musical values of Western Europe took place through the 
particular composer’s vision on symphonic discourse. Enescu has masterfully intuited the effect, both 
in a timbral field, as well as musical construction as such, of a sound model paradigmatic for his 
aesthetics: continuous melody, the aegis above his entire creation, be it chamber, opera or symphonic.  

His three symphonies, as well as previous symphonic works, the symphonic Suite Poema 
Română or the Suite no. 1 for orchestra, experiment with a type of continuous sound trajectory, similar 
to an inexorable flow of sound time as destiny, as meanings of existence and symbols, specific to 
Romanian folklore, transfigured and sublimated into sound spaces of a not in the least ostentatious 
modernity. 

My presentation, titled: Enescu’s  symphonism - a different vision in 20th century music 
approaches this problem field through a comparative analytic perspective of the three Enescu 
symphonies: Symphony no. 1 in E flat, op.13 (1905), Symphony no 2 in A major, op. 17 (1914) and 
Symphony no. 3 in C major, op. 21 (1918, revised in 1921). 

I think such a comparative outlook is necessary, from the point of view of the researcher that 
is concerned with highlighting the stylistic cohesion and melodic construction element in Enescu’s  
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symphonies. This undertaking seems today more current than ever, given the aesthetic and stylistic 
evolutions that have occurred in contemporary music over the last decades. Could we rediscover new 
facets of Enescu’s three symphonies, from the point of view of melodic construction, timbral ambiance 
or harmonic parameter? What role does the Romanian ethos play, a constant in Enescu’s symphonic 
music, from the very beginnings of his composer’s career through works such as Poema română, the 
two rapsodies, or through his chamber music, and I would highlight here the piano and violin suite 
Impresii din copilărie, op. 28 (1940), or the Piano and violin sonata no. 3 in A minor, in the popular 
Romanian style, op.  25 (1926). I believe analyzing Enescu’s symphonies, from the  point of view of 
spotting some unifying sound trajectories, can lead to a different outlook on musical substance as such, 
to a rediscovery and (re)composition of a particular, I would say, contemporary outlook on his 
symphonic creation. 

I have oftentimes thought, as I was working on my symphonies, about what Enescu’s 
aesthetics and his particular way of relating to the great style directions of European cultivated music 
represent for us, composers of today. 

Upon recently re-reading the monumental volume by Pascal Bentoiu, Capodopere enesciene 
(Enescu’s masterpieces), I found within it the same preoccupation with understanding the aesthetic 
support that laid the ground for the composition of his three symphonies. Enescu’s affinity with 
Brahms’ music was denied by Pascal Bentoiu, who wrote, in the above-mentioned volume: 

”As for myself, I categorically deny any proximity, and I say: Enescu was not 
connected to Brahms by any sort of inner affinity, irrespective of what the 
Romanian composer might have declared during an interview or a conversation 
(…) But the  Symphony in E flat, op. 13 remains the preferred meeting place for 
those that like to think of Enescu as just a reflex of this or that composer, or this 
or that school.” (Bentoiu, 1984:93) 

The influences of German music have also been invoked by many researchers of Enescu’s 
work. Whether it be Richard Strauss or Wagner – Brahms having been already noted – it has been 
considered that the melodic substance of the first Symphony, for example, would be tributary to such a 
stylistic proximity. I do not believe, however, that Enescu’s Symphony no.1 in E flat can be framed 
into such an aesthetic perceptual area.  On one hand, the reasons would be the type of melodic 
construct present in this work.  

Although written in tempo misurato, the first theme goes beyond the metric constraints of the 
bar, appearing rather as an uninhibited melody, free from any limitation of its expressivenes, through 
periodic rhythm accents or clearly defined rhythm pulsations. 

One notices, through listening to the first Enescu symphony, the composer’s recourse to a sort 
of continuous melody, characteristic of the Romanian ethos. The motivic development in this 
symphonic work is found in its own mode of sound construction, with chromatisms playing within the 
context a role of relief. The ascensio idea, of an ascending melodic trajectory within the construction 
of different theme segments is characteristic of Enescu’s music, and has been present even from the 
pages of his first symphony. 

Although written at the beginning of the 20th century, in 1905, the work that I am referring to 
is perfectly contoured in terms of its musical form and the thematic parameter. The architecture of the 
entire work reminds me of the solidity of an imposing edifice that impresses one through its greatness, 
but also through the harmony of the lines that define it, both in terms of image as well as meaning. 
Enescu himself said, referring to his works and the way he approached each of them: ”It is only after 
the nebulous spiral has become clearer, that the thematic elements intervene, connected to the general 
idea. They form the material with which the architectural structure of the symphony gets set in place 
and built.” (Brâncuşi, 1969:167). 

The way in which Enescu has synthesized the national cultural models with what they meant 
at the beginning of the last century, the guiding lines of aesthetic evolutions in Western European 
music, has decisively left its mark on Romanian composition activities by undoubtedly connecting it to 
the great tendencies in 20th century music. The modernity of Enescu’s symphonic language can be 
found today in various symphonic opuses by Romanian contemporary composers that are 
representative of aesthetic evolutions in the 70’s and 80’s: Pascal Bentoiu, Ştefan Niculescu, Anatol 
Vieru. 

Through the  Symphony no.1 in E flat, an important aesthetic model has been created for 
generations following Enescu. We have understood that there is no contradiction between the formal 
architecture of a work and its musical substance as such; that influences from one or the other cultural 
sphere do not matter too much – whether they be German: Brahms, Wagner, or French: Berlioz, as is  
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the case with Enescu’s Symphony in E flat – with the essential aspect being the way in which the 
composer coming from an Eastern European cultural space relates to the aesthetic perspective of its 
cultural model, the particular ethos of his country. 

Romanian folklore possesses these degrees of expressiveness that markedly identify it within 
the European cultural landscape. Even if we find it within the music of our antecedent composers as a 
quotation, or we find it in other works – usually, contemporary in nature – transformed, sublimated 
into multifarious sound projections, the folkloric ethos strengthens the musical substance of many 
Romanian contemporary creations. The Latin spirit of the first Enescu symphony has been noted by 
many scholars of his work. That was only to be expected, given the fact that traditional Romanian 
music is a part of a Latin sensitivity and expression space. Pascal Bentoiu’s remarks are made in the 
same spirit (Bentoiu:109):  

”It seems to me that, having all started from the more or less common language – 
contrapuntal – of European Renaissance music, the Latin areas have evinced the 
historic tendency to gradually regain the values of homophony, a tendency noted 
in the predilection of Italian schools, as well as the French one, for accompanied 
monody (…)” 

The classical form in which the Symphony in E flat is written denotes the composer’s 
attention towards the clear structuring of sound material, into a coherent and expressively balanced 
body of constituent elements. Played in Paris, in 1906, for the first time, as part of the famous Colonne 
concerts, Enescu’s Symphony no. 1 is dedicated to Alfredo Casella, the man that he partenered with in 
chamber music, and that he admired in the highest order as a musician. 

With a three-part structure – the first part, with a dominant, thrusting theme, in a sonata form 
(Assez vif et rythmé), the second (Lent), lyrical, in a great lied form (according to Alfred 
Alessandrescu), and the third section (Vif et vigoureux) returning to the developing principle of the 
sonata form – it constitutes a veritable synthesis between Eastern European music and the classical-
romantic style areas in German and French music. 

Enescu’s ”Eroica”, as the  Symphony in E flat is sometimes called, can also be regarded as the 
starting point of an ample composition project, that Enescu continued with the Symphony no 2 in A 
major, op. no 17, written nine years later, in 1914. 
Can one notice any similarities in concept, language and formal construction between the two 
symphonies? I do not believe that a work written at age 24, such as the Symphony no. 1, op. 13 – 
considered by some Enescu scholars to be decidedly post-romantic – can be put on the same plane as a 
symphonic work where the composer’s aesthetic evolution is evident, such as the second Enescu 
Symphony, op.  17, in A major. 

The melodic idea is highlighted in this work, too, by a great variety of sound construction 
modalities. Adrian Raţiu had the following to say about this:  

”What ensures musical discourse an incessant interest, and confers it an active 
character (as George Enescu has always wanted) and not one of a state is – 
technically speaking – the continuous melodic and rythmic variation of the 
motivic material (our Italics)” (Bentoiu, 1984:156).  

Written in Romania, just like the Symphony no. 3, in C major, the second Enescu symphony is 
also conceived in a three-part structure: Vivace ma non troppo (the first part), Andante giusto (part II) 
and Un poco lento marziale; Allegro vivace marziale (part III). The balance of the three-part form, as 
found in Enescu’s symphonies, represents the coagulating element of the symphonic discourse 
structuring. The three-part from can, thus, also be looked at as a temporal symmetry axis which 
envisages the fast-slow-fast opposition (Allegro-Andante-Allegro). 

With the Symphony no. 2 in A major, Enescu presents a novel structural element: ”(…) the 
cyclical principle, as he had also done with the Sonata no. 2  for piano and violin, as well as one bar of 
the Symphony-Suite, with a unison prelude.” (Varga, 1981:59)  

The ”continuous melody” represents, in this symphonic work too, the sound construction 
concept specific to Enescu’s composition thought. The lyric themes, intensely chromatized, inspired 
from the Romanian folkloric ethos, interweave in dense polyphonic strata. Although the aesthetic and 
stylistic context of the age was known to him, Enescu has tried, in his second symphony, to distance 
himself somewhat from the stylistic tics and ways of expression in European music of the early 20th 
century. 

The themes group that constitutes the sound substance of the first part is oposed by a lyrical 
melodic line, as presented by the horn, accompanied by a sort of imitative counterpoint reminiscent of 
heterophonic strata. 
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The sonata form – grasped by Enescu in a wider meaning – can be found in the three sections 

of the Symphony in A major, op. 17, as we have encountered it in the formal structure of Enescu’s first 
symphony. 

Romantic in character, the Second Symphony  may be considered, as per Pascal Bentoiu’s 
opinion, to be ”of a truly classical simplicity” (Bentoiu, 1984:176).   

I believe, however, that what is characteristic of this Enescu work is the dramatism of the 
musical discourse, as well as the aura of originality and refined artistic expression of a profound and 
mature compositional thinking. 

The theme of the Symphony no. 2’s first movement, ”con impietto”, presented in fortissimo, is 
placed opposite a melodic trajectory originating in the folklore. The Romanian folklore’s ethos is also 
found, through the reprise of the same theme, in the next two sections of the symphony. 

As concerns the writing of the Symphony no. 2 – which took place without having access to a 
piano – Enescu has had certain misgivings, considering that stylistic influences from the German, 
French and Romanian area might have affected the conceptual unity of his musical work.  Enescu’s 
high demands of himself were, in fact, well known in that age. We can find, today, that his fears were 
unfounded, his music being a proof  attesting over the years his composing genius. 

The ”rubato” rhythmed folklore to which Ştefan Niculescu was referring in his Reflecţii 
despre muzică  (Niculescu, 1980:173) could not be adapted by Enescu in the field of traditional 
composition techniques, and the rhythmic formulas characteristic of European symphonic music.  

Ştefan Niculescu was writing in the same volume, Reflecţii despre muzică, referring to 
Enescu’s composition language, in general, that: ”assimilating traditional music has determined him, 
on the contrary, to recreate language conquests from the universal creation of his age, even anticipating 
– as we shall see – characteristic aspects from current works.” 

The Symphony no 3 in C major, op. 21, composed by George Enescu in 1918 (revised in 
1921) presents us with a type of developed sound discourse, in terms of the melodic, rhythmic, 
harmonic, and, especially, timbral parameters. Written initially for orchestra, choir, piano, celesta and 
harmonium, this symphonic work is reflective of the struggles of its age, with the traumas brought by 
the end of World War I. 

Its first audition was in Bucharest, conducted by the composer himself, and then by Gabriel 
Pierné, highly successfully, in an Enescu version for orchestra, piano, organ and choir. 

The first section of the symphony starts off with a melodic trajectory inspired by Romanian 
folklore. The first theme appears, transformed, in all three parts of the work. This is an element of 
sound discourse coagulation, which reflects the stylistic unity which the composer envisaged.  

The lyricism, as well as the brilliance of expression are present in the melodic substance of 
this work in an ample sound deployment. The polyphonic and harmonic language of the Symphony no. 
3, in C Major, op. 21, is of a modernity that the critics of the day have noted. Enescu does not, 
however, give up the classical form, the tradition of musical construction, being far away from the 
musical experiments of the time. 

We can now wonder, had Enescu taken this step, how would Romanian music have evolved 
in the 20th century through to the present day? This question is, of course, rhetorical, but it cannot but 
hide certain frustrations that some still have, concerning the evolution of composition concepts in 
Romanian music. Enescu has painstakingly built – with patience and attention to significant sound 
details – an impressive sound edifice in the symphonic, vocal-symphonic, concerto, chamber and choir 
genres. He has connected Romanian music to the great stylistic and aesthetic tendencies in cultivated 
European music. He has imagined and has created a bridge between Southeastern European music, and 
Western European music. 

The third Enescu symphony is also built on three movements, with the cyclical principle 
being also present in the sound discourse. We can find, in this work as well, the folklore vein, as well 
as influences from German and French music.  

As I was saying at the beginning of this presentation, a comparative look at the three Enescu 
symphonies can lead us to identifying a true sound model, a paradigm that is irrefragably found in his 
music: continuous melody. Language microstructures gradually transform into what I would call 
prismatic sound spaces, with an impressive development potential. 

Referring to Enescu’s Symphony no. 3, Fernand Le Borne remarked in the ”Le petit Parisien”: 
”We are standing in front of a work in the highest meaning of the word, and God only knows whether 
when I will have the opportunity to re-listen to it, I would even venture to say masterpiece!…” (Varga, 
1981:61). 
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From a contemporary point of view we can state, I believe, that Enescu’s composition 

language is more up to date than ever! There are many examples in Romanian music where recourse is 
being had to the musical construction ideas of the greatest Romanian composer. 

Ştefan Niculescu was also of the opinion that ”Enescu is among those composers of our 
century (author’s note – the 20th century) that have discovered in European folklore, especially the 
archaic, or in music from outside Europe, completely novel possibilities for expression: Janáček, 
Stravinski (the „Russian“ period), Bartók, Messiaen etc.“ (Niculescu, 1980:175). 

European symphonism must be understood today, I think, through the perspective of the 
accumulations that took place in terms of sound construction techniques, composing strategies, in 
general, but also through the particular aesthetic vision of great personalities in 20th century music. 

George Enescu has left his mark for a long time in the consciousness of contemporaneity 
through his music, his creative thinking, the specificity of his composing language, which has been 
imprinted with the folkloric vein of his birth country. Enescu’s melody is a trademark of Romanian 
spirituality, but also a sign of composition genius and of truth in art. 
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