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This is the French translation of 
Speranța Rădulescu’s book Peisaje 
muzicale în România secolului XX 

published in 2002 by Editura Muzicală, 
Bucharest. Its content remains to this day a 
landmark for Romanian ethnomusicology, 
providing an overview of musical phenomena 
almost entirely overlooked by most 
Romanian researchers. Rădulescu did not 
settle to perch on a high horse and describe 
one type of music—art music preferably—
as musicologists can often do wrapped up 
in their own elitist views. On the contrary, 
an impartial light is directed at each type of 
music that populated the Romanian cultural 
landscape in the twentieth century, linking 
it to political circumstances, dominating 
ideologies, “the social functions that they 
fulfill and the symbolic meanings assigned to 
them” (p. 9). While this is not a subject easy 
to summarize, Rădulescu tackled it with 
all her erudition, her gift for observation, 
and the outstanding freedom of speech and 
thought with which she approached each of 
her studies. 

When the book was first published, 
some of her colleagues read it quite tensely, 
presumably upset by the equal space given 
to types of music other than art music, 
some of which were deemed lacking artistic 
value altogether. Or maybe they found 
the association of music and the social, 

political and ideological circumstances of 
different historical periods to be too much. 
Yet for others, the style she used to describe 
musical facts went against the accepted 
style of musicology writing. Looking in 
retrospect, we see it for what it was, a bold 
research effort, useful to both musicians 
open to understanding the environment 
providing the support for the emergence and 
the survival of different types of music, and 
a readership without specialized musical 
training. 

The author creates a thread for the book, 
tying together oral tradition, in the form 
of peasant music, at one end, and written 
tradition, in the form of art or academic 
music, at the other end. Between the two, 
there is a whole spectrum of other types of 
music, which when placed in the contexts that 
produced them, speak openly of the moral 
and social condition of those who practiced 
and loved them, without preconceptions 
and limitations. Music has always existed, 
and there were never higher or lower kinds 
of music as ranked by the value judgments 
of intellectuals and their willingness or 
unwillingness to acknowledge their presence 
and to study them.

The book is structured into two sections, 
“1900–1944” and “1944–1989,” respectively, 
representing the political events that marked 
the evolution of Romanian music—i.e., the 
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creation of the nation-state (1918), the 
beginning of the communist regime (1944), 
and its demise (1989).  

In the first part titled “Debut de siècle: 
Traditionalisme, modernité, identités 
locales et nationales” the two ends of the 
thread, oral vs written, as well as the types 
of music situated in between the two, i.e., 
“meso-music,” are discussed. Peasant music, 
which was undergoing a slow decline in 
early twentieth century, was challenged 
by the emergence of tarafs, i.e., bands of 
predominantly Roma professional musicians 
who earned a living from offering musical 
services, which would from then on become 
solely responsible for providing the music for 
all Romanian rural celebrations. Academic 
western-inspired music, promoted by the 
aristocracy and the intellectuals, experienced 
a surge with the creation of the apparatus 
required for its functioning—philharmonic 
orchestras, lyric theaters, artistic salons, 
etc. Reflecting the intellectuals’ aspirations 
for the affirmation of a national spirit, 
composers made efforts to build a school of 
composition that would produce Romanian 
national music, a synthesis of western music 
and elements of orally transmitted local 
music, taking their cue from the prominent 
figure of composer George Enescu. This was 
also when field research of peasant music, 
as a possible source of national sounds, 
became an almost constant preoccupation 
for musicians, also stemming from a strong 
drive to preserve this cultural heritage. 
Musicologist Constantin Brăiloiu stood out 
as an innovator of folkloristics and founder of 
what would be later known as the discipline 
of ethnomusicology.                

The category of “meso-music” followed a 
trajectory congruent with the heterogeneous 
dynamics of mass listeners coming from 
various social, ethnic and professional 
backgrounds. It included operetta, choir 
music, brass band and promenade concerts, 
romances, cabaret music and western 
popular music, music hall, muzică ușoară 
(Romanian pop music), film soundtrack 

music, and state music. “Meso-music” 
provided audio material accessible to all 
social classes, thus fulfilling the spiritual 
aspirations and the need for solidarization of 
the newly-created Romanian nation.    

The second part of the book, “1944–1989,” 
sheds light on the dramatic transformations 
brought about in all areas of society by the 
communists’ coming to power. Drawing 
on a thorough research, Rădulescu argues 
that “music always and everywhere stands 
in the combat range of ideologies” (p. 67). 
The establishment of the dictatorship and 
the ideological pressure put on music by 
an entire state apparatus quickly produced 
visible changes. The case of Romanian 
peasant music in the oral tradition stands 
out, as it was instrumentalized for mass 
indoctrination purposes. Authentic peasant 
music was replaced by so-called “folklorized 
music,” a twisted derivative of the former, 
which the kulturniks claimed to be superior, 
promoting it through all available channels: 
public loudspeaker, competitions and 
festivals, school shows, and television. 
“Folklorized music” gradually entered the 
peasant consciousness to be later embraced 
as a model relentlessly validated by 
kulturniks.      

The world of music is not impervious 
to manipulation, censorship, and fear. On 
the contrary, freedom of expression is no 
more than a fantasy, a smoldering fire in 
the hearts of intellectuals and ordinary 
people alike. Without exception, the echo of 
society’s everyday anxieties finds its way 
into the entire range of musical products 
of an age. With her ethnologic perspective 
and analytic skill, Rădulescu offers a well-
rounded accurate image of a bleak period in 
Romania’s recent history. The work as a whole 
depicts a veritable cultural mosaic, which is 
accessible to us today thanks to researchers 
of Speranța Rădulescu’s caliber, a prominent 
voice of European ethnomusicology.        


