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ABSTRACT 
 

Through his Second String Quartet Op.22 in G-Major finished in 1954, the 

Romanian composer George Enescu (1881-1955) reached the peak of his compositional 

maturity in this chamber music genre.  The quartet was the result of many years of 

gestation and versions as the result of his fecund musical intellect.   

Enescu treats freely the traditional forms in all four movements of the piece.  The 

formal organization of the work is cyclical and the main theme that appears at the 

beginning of the exposition of the first movement is brought back in the reprise of the last 

movement in a grandiose manner, rounding up the whole piece.  The unity of the 

thematic material throughout the work is assured by the use of sources drawn from 

Romanian folk music, becoming the subject for a large variety of rhythmic and melodic 

transformations.  The use of Romanian folk elements with their typical Eastern-European 

modal intonations in combination with advanced western post-romantic and chromatic 

melodies create a verticality of mobile degrees built with added seconds, fourths, fifths 

and diminished sevenths.  These two sources work successfully towards creating a highly 

complex and dramatic musical language.  

The presence of the B.A.C.H motive with its variants in the melodic lines, suggest 

the hypothesis of a discreet homage rendered to J.S. Bach on the occasion of his 

bicentenary of his death (1750-1950).     
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INTRODUCTION 

In 1997 the death of world-renowned violinist Sir Yehudi Menuhin, a pupil of 

George Enescu, marked the end of an important period in the history of western music.   

This golden era was distinguished by the abundance of the so-called “complete 

musician.”  In the terms of the last century, a “complete musician” was an artist who 

excelled as an instrumental virtuoso, as an influential pedagogue, and was in the same 

time notable composer.  Such impressive musicianship was the trait of composers 

including Pablo de Sarasate, Arthur Rubinstein, Fritz Kreisler, Eugene Ysaye and George 

Enescu, to mention a few.   Their performing, teaching, and compositional output was a 

continuation of the great tradition of the virtuoso performer-composer-teacher of the 

nineteenth century such as Nicolo Paganini, Franz Liszt, or Frederick Chopin. 

It is obvious that there is an organic or systematic connection between the 

composing, performing, and teaching qualities within the same musical genius or 

personality of the above-mentioned composers that have enhanced the musical 

experience of many generations.  This special feature found in their compositions is the 

result of a direct, continual, and conscious reference to the idiomatic musical language of 

a particular instrument or a group of instruments, in this case the instruments of the string 

quartet.  Composers often worked closely with performers to study and understand the 

special musical vocabulary of a certain instrument.  Johannes Brahms, for example, 

worked with Joseph Joachim on his Violin Concerto Op.77 in D-Major.   
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Bela Bartók sought advice from Yehudi Menuhin while composing his famous 

Sonata for Violin Solo (1944).  In comparison, George Enescu was one of the most 

celebrated violin virtuosos at the turn of the twentieth century in Europe and the 

composition of works for this instrument was a natural process to him.   

Enescu’s biography is rather extraordinary to us: he was indirectly a student of 

Henry Vieuxtemps under the tutelage of Eduard Caudella in Romania, then of Robert 

Fuchs (harmony and composition), Ernst Ludwig (piano) and Joseph Hellmesberger 

(violin). In Vienna he played Brahms’ violin concerto in the presence of the composer 

himself and later he became colleague and friend of Ravel and of Florent Schmitt at 

Massenet’s and Fauré’s composition classes in Paris.1 During his study in Paris, Enescu 

continued to impress colleagues by composing and playing his own compositions on 

whatever the tool: piano, violin, or cello.  The late musicologist Hellen Kaufmann 

recalled Enesco playing Lalo’s concerto for cello and also when he would take part in a 

string quartet and play each instrument in turn.2

The list of similar accomplishments doesn’t stop here.  In 1899 just before leaving 

Paris in order to embark into a life of a composer, concert-violinist and conductor (the 

Berlin Symphony Orchestra and the Concertgebouw in Europe, New York Philharmonic, 

Cleveland and Philadelphia Orchestras in the US), he won the Premier Prix after a 

dazzling performance of the Saint-Saëns’s Third Violin Concerto.  However, his thoughts 

 
1 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 1980, s.v. "Enescu, George" by Noel 

Malcolm. 
2 Noel Malcolm, George Enescu: His Life and Music (London: Toccata Press, 1990), 16. 
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were always turned not to the performing career, which might have earned him a 

comfortable living, but towards composing. 

.
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I. ENESCU THE MAN AND HIS MUSIC 

 

A. Evolution of Enescu as a Composer. Enescu’s Three Compositional 

Periods 

 

Although George Enescu began composing at the age of twelve, his entire output 

is contained within only 33 opus numbers.  In addition, there are a large number of 

unfinished compositions without opus numbers.  Three unfinished works have, however, 

been completed recently by Romanian composers: the Caprice Roumain for Violin and 

Orchestra (1928) was completed by Cornel Ţăranu; his Fourth Symphony (1934) and his 

Fifth Symphony (1941) were completed by Pascal Bentoiu.   

Enescu’s constant search for a personal and original compositional style produced 

many works of particular interest to musicians today.  Compared, however, to Stravinsky, 

who within his forty or so years of composing underwent drastic changes of style, 

Enescu’s music, retains a consistency of compositional techniques.   

Enescu’s compositional output, as is the case with many other composers of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, including Liszt, Brahms, Schumann, Schoenberg and 

Bartók, can be divided in three main periods.  Like Beethoven, Enescu’s three periods of 

composition contain distinctive compositional traits in the specific works associated with 

those years.  
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The First Period, between 1897 and 1915 is a period in which Enescu, as a 

composer, searches for a distinctive musical personality. After a series of school works, 

the Romanian Poem Op. 1 (1897) was his first composition to reach the public 

successfully when he was sixteen. This symphonic piece was the result of his long 

national-folkloric orientation under the external influences present at the time from the 

French music of Debussy, Saint-Saëns and Vincent D’Indy.  The Poem represents the 

crowning of a cycle of early compositions as a student of Fauré.  Three pieces preceded 

the Poem: a Romanian Suite for orchestra, a Pastoral and a Fantasia.

The year 1897 seemed to be very prolific for Enescu: Other works include his 

First Sonata for Violin and Piano Op.2, the Suite for Piano in Antique Style Op.3 and his 

Songs Op.4.  These works show a definite influence by Brahms, Franck and Wagner, 

along with the two works that followed shortly: the Second Sonata for Violin and Piano 

Op. 6 (1899) and the Octuor Op.7 (1900). In the Octour, which was his first large study 

of instrumentation, Enescu seems to have found the path to a personal language.   The 

Romanian musicologist Romeo Ghircoiasu came to this conclusion by comparing 

characteristic melodic intervals and motives found in these early works with 

compositions of Enescu’s second and third creative period.3 The Suite for Orchestra 

Op.9 (1903) with its simple, yet powerful Prelude at Unison is melodically connected to 

the earlier Romanian Rhapsody Op.11 No.2 (1901) through the use of the antique 

Romanian folk song Oh, The Wolf is Going to Eat Me.  Other important works of the 

First period include: the Sinfonia Concertante for Cello and Orchestra Op.8, the First 

 
3 Romeo Ghircoiasu,  Studii Enesciene (Bucuresti: Editura Muzicala, 1981), 16-20. 
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Symphony op.13 (1905), the unfinished String Quartet Op.16 in C Major (1906) and the 

Second Symphony Op.17 (1912-1914).   

The year 1914 marks the transition to his Second Compositional Period (1915-

1937) and is the year when he started writing at his only opera Oedip. Oedip represents 

the culmination of all inspirational forces over a large period between 1914 and 1931.  

 His Third Symphony of 1918 shares the same melodic and harmonic organization 

with the String Quartet Op.22 No.1 (1920), and The Sonata for Piano Op.24 No.1 (1924). 

The intrinsically difficult Third Sonata for Violin in Romanian Folk Character Op. 25 

(1926) is today one of the most appreciated pieces of the composer and is a highlight of 

his second period of composition.   

Enescu’s only completed opera Oedipe Op.23 as well as the Second Cello Sonata 

Op.26 No.2 (1935) represent the transition to Enescu’s last compositional period.  

Although descending directly from Oedip, these compositions use a much more relaxed 

approach to form and melody.  Finally, the third compositional period (1937-1955) is one 

of synthesis, engulfing all the previous tendencies and compositional styles.  The last few 

works of the period including the Piano Quintet Op.29 in a-minor (1940), the Second 

Piano Quartet Op.30 No.2 in d-minor (1944), and the String Quartet Op.22 No.2 in G-

Major (1951) are crucial steps that helped prepare the foundation of one of the most 

serious and controversial of his total input: the Chamber Symphony Op.33 in E-Major for 

twelve solo instruments, written in the year before his death in 1955.   

The Romanian conductor Christian Mandeal believes that Enescu’s Chamber 

Symphony is a synthesis of all genres of chamber music known to us.  In his opinion, the 
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whole piece works mostly backwards as if in a huge retrograde counterpoint and is, in 

reality, an ingenious and real-time decomposing of the genre of the symphony.  
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B. Geo-Political, Western and Folk Influences on Enescu’s music 

 

George Enescu, like other modern composers, faced the same requirements and 

frustrations and arrived finally to the same solution, which is achieving originality 

through the intensification, transformation, and selective reinterpretation of ideas 

culminating from the study of existing music.    

From his early creative stage to the later period of synthesis and creative stability, 

two tendencies can be observed in Enescu’s music.  First, are the powerful nationalistic 

traits he inherited from his native country through his genealogy and a permanent 

connection with the musical and intellectual life of Romania throughout his entire life. 

Second, is the style developed over the years by his exposure to the musical tendencies of 

Western Europe at that time.  

As the case with Bartók, in Enescu’s music, the complex process of synthesizing 

two musical traditions seemingly so different as peasant music and concert music, is 

clearly dependent on motivic organization, and helps to establish the value and 

importance of Eastern European folk music.   

Beginning his musical career in Vienna, Enescu was first poised to continue in the 

tradition of the great German school.  The much trumpeted tradition and the so-called 

musical supremacy of the Austro-Hungarian lands was not a matter of fierce political 

ideology for Enescu, as it was the case of many musicians who engaged in arduous 

debates over this sensitive topic in the years prior to the First World War, but a great 
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source of information and education.  Noel Malcolm recalls Sir Menuhin’s observations 

on Enescu’s extraordinary musical gifts: 

“ He could sit down at the piano and begin at any point in The Ring, or any 
Beethoven quartet, or The Rite of Spring (…) and play from memory, bringing 
out every nuance of the writing.”4

Enescu’s first compositions are witnesses of a formative period where the 

Romanian folk music is skillfully combined with the Western style of the time.  The 

folkloric elements of his music present themselves under several aspects: first, the 

popular-rhapsodic character, which imposes itself by the juxtaposition and repetition of 

several folk melodies and their reconcilability in the sense of a clear dynamic progression.  

This is the case of most symphonic works, but is especially relevant in the Romanian 

Poem Op.1 and in the Romanian Rhapsodies Op.11, which followed shortly. Enescu’s 

compositional goal, as pointed out by Ghircoiasu, was to keep as much as possible the 

naive and pure character of the folkloric elements through a process of smooth 

transplantation into the intellectual music.5

Not all of his compositions present this kind of procedure.  Enescu at times makes 

use of newly invented motives based on folkloric orientation and structure, for example 

the Prelude in Unison from the Orchestral Suite Op.9 (1903).  On the melodic and 

harmonic levels Enescu opted in this piece for tetrachords of Oriental origins, pentatonic 

elements and modal intonations. On the rhythmic level, Enescu mixed the freer  

 
4 Noel Malcolm, George Enescu: His Life and Music (London: Toccata Press, 1990), 13. 
5 Romeo Ghircoiasu,  Studii Enesciene (Bucuresti: Editura Muzicala, 1981), 17. 
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parlando-rubato6 patterns with the more robust and classical giusto of occidental 

character7 in a successful attempt to preserve as much as possible the intuitive, inventive 

and spontaneous character of the Romanian folk music.   

From the point of view of the melodic language, Enescu strived to keep the 

melody as the cornerstone of his compositions.  As in the compositions of Beethoven, 

Schubert, Brahms or Strauss, the melody plays a circumpolar role, as the center around 

which the whole musical architecture of a piece is constructed.  In Enescu’s music, no 

matter how dense the texture, how subtle and difficult the rhythm or dissonant and 

abstruse the harmonic language, the melody always prevails.  The technical aspects of the 

harmony and form are always subordinate to that of the melody, similar to works by 

Alban Berg, for instance.  Today, some musicologists consider the importance of 

Enescu’s style to be parallel with that of Berg, but not as a deliberate “emancipation of 

the dissonance,” which Berg learned from Schoenberg, but rather the liberation from it 

through the use of melody.   

Although very different in the compositional techniques used, Enescu and Berg 

share the importance given to the melodic line, usually lyrical in character.  Many argue 

that although Berg was distinctly a serial composer, there is still a certain beauty in his 

melodies that rarely can be found in the music of his mentor, Schoenberg.  In many of his 

 
6 Bartók was the first to use this term in connection to vocal folk music as a result of his 

anthropological and musicological researches conducted in the region of Transylvania (then part of 
Hungary).  The term was eventually borrowed by Enescu and associated with the free, speaking rhythms of 
the Romanian Doina.  This vocal genre is a richly ornamented variant of much older instrumental genres.  
Although Enescu used it to employ a pure instrumental interpretative style, the term still remained closely 
related to the German Sprechgesang. (Schoenberg’s  Pierrot lunaire (1912) or Berg’s Wozzeck (1925). 

7 Clemansa L. Firca, Implicatii Estetice si de Stil ale Limbajului Instrumental in Creatia lui 
George Enescu, (Bucuresti:Editura Musicala, 1966), 61.  
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early works Enescu used melody mostly in the sense of open or hidden monody, which is 

an unaccompanied melodic line or in unison.  Most of the time Enescu’s melodies are 

made of many small motives, which help build the whole architecture of the pieces or the 

larger cyclic forms, which he adopted especially in his third compositional period.  

Through Enescu’s preference for the use and recurring transformation of smaller melodic 

or rhythmic units, sometimes represented by a simple interval, which I call Germinative 

Cells8, he created some characteristic cyclic intervals of a pre-serial type.  The free but 

deliberate use of these motives produced tonal impreciseness, polytonality and  

quasi-atonalism.  In opposition with Berg, whose atonal and serial elements were the very 

foundations of his harmonic language; Enescu preferred a juxtaposition of two or more 

melodies. 

Enescu adopted heterophony, which is the simultaneous performance of the same 

melody with slight individual variations, as his basic compositional technique. This 

principle of composition has its roots in all monody-oriented cultures of antiquity 

including Egyptian and Greek. Intuitively grasped by Enescu, heterophony creates a 

dissonant vertically and a tonal ambiguity in the composer’s use of Romanian folk music. 

In this light, Enescu’s style can be viewed more akin to Stravinsky than that of Berg. 

 Any attempt of analogy between two or more musical personalities is susceptible 

to falling into inherent errors: vague generalizations, obliteration of specific traits or too 

detailed descriptions. It presents the risk of loss of the relevant guidelines and especially 

 
8 Germinative Cells represent the smallest musical unit, very often composed of one or two 

intervals that can generate an unlimited number of different motives.  The Germinative Cells function like 
“musical DNA” or in other words, they are the most basic musical element that can be identified and 
retrieved for musical analysis.  
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of subjectivism.  Even the act of comparing possesses its own insufficiencies. For many 

years it was the only method of drawing conclusions on the individuality of a composer 

in discussion.  This was the case of impressionistic features found in Enescu and many 

other cases: Respighi, DeFalla, Scriabin, Stravinsky, Bartók or even earlier in Elgar’s 

music.  Impressionism was favored by many composers, simply because it was a way to 

escape the long Wagnerian influence that prolonged painfully the post-romanticism to the 

detriment of the national schools and the continued striving towards originality of the 

composers.  As did other composers, Enescu did not adopt external trends passively.   

Arthur Honegger’s comment on his own approach to composition advocated the 

new ideas that were common to many composers of the time, including Enescu. When 

asked about the style he could identify with, he replied: 

“I am neither polytonalist, nor atonalist, nor decaphonist. (…) Our contemporary 
musical material is based on a ladder of twelve chromatic sounds, but used with 
freedom.” 9

Although Honegger and Enescu were exposed to both the German and French 

schools of composition during their student years, they developed quite different and 

individual compositional attitudes. 

Early twentieth-century European composers exhibited a full range of styles and 

orientations.  All elements of music, melody, rhythm, harmony, and counterpoint, were 

purposely coordinated within much wider vision of tonality and temporality than in 

previous times. Based on the evaluation of his compositional techniques, it has became 

obvious that Enescu was not indifferent to the novelties and aesthetic values of either the 

 
9 Robert Layton, ed., A Companion to the Symphony (London: Simon & Schuster, 1993), 210. 
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French Impressionism or the new Neo-Classical currents advocated by Stravinsky, 

Prokofiev or Hindemith.  

Throughout his studies Enescu became receptive to the assimilation of the basic 

elements and richness of the Western musical traditions and in the same time, he was 

open to the new tendencies in composition. Unfortunately, as Noel Malcolm points out in 

his 1990 biographical book about Enescu, his modern and forward-looking musical 

intellect came in the detriment of his own career as musician.  After conducting 

Philadelphia Orchestra and the New York Philharmonic for several seasons in the 1930s, 

he lost the opportunity of becoming the permanent music director of the Philharmonic 

only because of his contemporary music selections and futuristic views for the concert 

season programs. In a time when most of the orchestras programmed mainly the more 

“accessible” music of Romantic composers, (Koussevitsky was the only exceptions with 

the Boston Symphony Orchestra), Enescu requested compositions by Stravinsky and 

selflessly tried to promote Romanian born composers such as Valentine Silvestri, Dinu 

Lipatti, and Marcel Mihalovici.10 

The beginning of the twentieth century brought creative turmoil in composers’ 

lives. Some had serious difficulties in escaping their predecessor’s legacy; others wished 

to remain linked with the traditions, but eventually all realized that the “Lost Eden” of the 

tonal practice could never be regained in its original fullness.  At the dawn of the new 

century, the struggle for originality became a priority for many composers.  This struggle 

soon became related to a reaction against the overwhelming tradition.  The situation 

 
10 For further information on his unhappy experience with the management of the New York 

Philharmonic, see Noel Malcolm’s, George Enescu (London: Toccata Press, 1990), 198-201. 
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created resulted in the adoption of new musical strategies and a wide range of 

compositional styles.  

The early influences of composers such as Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, then later 

Wagner and Debussy on Enescu’s style are evident, especially during the first and second 

compositional periods.  A collection of early, unfinished compositions found in the 

Enescu Museum in Bucharest, show clear Brahmsian stylistic influences.  The Romanian 

musicologist Ioana Stefanescu in her article entitled “Brahms-Enescu” makes reference to 

works that are truly impregnated with Brahms’: first she identifies parallels between 

Brahms and Enescu’s unfinished Sonate für Klavier Allein (date unknown), on formal 

and stylistic levels.  The first movement of the work is set in sonata form and a third 

movement follows the theme and variations formal setting. Then she compares another 

Vienna period work of Enescu, the lesser-known Fantasie für Klavier und Orchester, 

which was dedicated to Theodore Fuchs and received a single performance in 1900.  

Even later, during his early Paris years Enescu continued to manifest passion for Brahms 

and Wagner.  Two of his compositions of this period, the Tragic Overture and the 

Triumphal Overture, both composed somewhere between 1895 and 1897, are clear 

reminders of both composers at the levels of genre, style and even choice of titles.  Later 

in life, Enescu confessed to his interviewers about these influences: 

 
“In those days I became deeply imbued with Wagner and Brahms and it seems to 
me that even today my works show a combination of their influence (…) Even 
Wagner and Brahms were not at all as antithetical as people have made them out 
to be.  They were opposed to each other much more by reason of policy than 
musically.  Musically they have many things in common.  You can find in 
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Brahms themes strongly suggestive of Wagner’s.  In Brahms’ horn Trio you hear 
the Walküre; in the Third Symphony, Tannhäuser.” 11 

The musicologist Emanoil Ciomac, perceived that Enescu, like Debussy, fought, 

even if only sub-consciously, to free himself from the influence of Wagner, although the 

Romanian composer seemed to remained always the follower of the Brahmsian approach 

to composition.  Ciomac says in continuation: 

“His music is characterized by the masterful combination between classical 
formal integrity and the inventiveness and mobility of his personal language.” 12 

Neither Brahms nor Enescu totally adhered to the modernity of their times.  They 

only accepted “the new” at a level that didn’t affect their affinities towards the noble and 

spiritual values known to them.  Coincidentally, they also shared the obsession towards 

originality and perfection13, the inclination towards isolation, a constant charm towards 

nature and more importantly, the admiration towards and extensive use of folk music. 

Speaking of the “Three B’s”, as he liked to call them, Enescu stated they 

represented “the Gods of my youth”14 To negate such influences is to speak against the 

composers’ own beliefs and confessions.  At the turn of the twentieth-century, the 

requirements of composition had become paradoxical, as the musicologist Peter 

Burkholder observes.  In his article entitled “Brahms and Twentieth-Century Classical 

Music” he writes: 

 
11 Emanoil Ciomac, George Enescu (Bucuresti: Editura Muzicala, 1968), 33. 
12 Ibid., 34. 
13 Titus Moisescu, “Some Remarks on the Genuine Version of the String Quartet in G Major 

Op.22 No.2 by George Enescu,” in Enesciana I, 19 September 1973, ed.  Mircea Voicana 
(Bucharest:Editura Academie, 1976).  According to Dr. Moisescu, Enescu left a huge amount of unfinished 
works or drafts, most likely destroying many of those during later year revisions.   

14 Bernard Gavoty, Les Souvenirs de Georges Enesco (Paris: Flamarion, 1955), 55.  
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“After Brahms (…) composers sought to write new music that would find a place 
in the tradition of steadily aging immortal masterpieces, demanding of each piece 
that it visibly participate in that tradition while proclaiming its own 
distinctiveness.” 15 

Gabriela Ocneanu treats on a larger scale the idea of Debussy’s influence on 

Enescu when in her article entitled “Impressionism and Enescu’s Work,” she cites the 

composer’s own words concerning this issue as they appeared in the French magazine 

Vestal in 1936: 

“I am not a disciple of the French school…I studied and lived in France…but I 
was not a follower of the French schools.”16 

Ocneanu continues adding, that in any case, Enescu simply denied being a mere 

imitator of French musical art.17 This statement is completely true and was already 

proven by a study in depth of his entire compositional output. 

In conclusion, it becomes evident that in the process of developing his own 

musical language through the assimilation and mixing of traditional and contemporary 

techniques with folk elements, Enescu willingly exposed interesting relationships 

between these apparently different musical sources and contributed greatly to the 

extension of new ideas of contemporary music.  This was a result of a natural process: 

Enescu was closely related to and assimilated all European musical currents, and he was 

able afterwards to inject them with his own innovative trends of Romanian folkloric 

origins and reveal universal characteristics of the human spirituality. 

 

15 Peter J. Burkholder,  “Brahms and Twentieth-Century Classical Music” 19th Century Music 8 
(Summer 1984): 79. 

16 Gabriela Ocneanu, “Impressionism and Enescu’s Work.”  Database online, 
http://www.enesco.go.to (Accessed on 6th February 2006): 4. 

17 Ibid., 5.  
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II. ENESCU AND THE STRING QUARTET 

A. A few Considerations about the Genre of the String Quartet During the 

First Half of the Twentieth Century 

 

At the beginning of the twentieth-century the genre of the string quartet entered a 

new phase.  In the configuration of the newly composed quartets of the period, radical 

changes took place on the levels of musical expression, form, and harmonic language, 

which resulted in the total rethinking of this historically constituted genre.   

The string quartet, far from regaining the privileged status of the previous two 

centuries, struggled to come to terms with the rich tradition inherited from the past.  

Many twentieth-century composers who came from different cultural backgrounds found 

this genre as a suitable frame for expressing their most intimate thoughts.18 

In the Austro-Hungarian arena, the first serious break with the past came through 

the novelties introduced by Arnold Schoenberg.  His first quartet composed in 1897, still 

showing an affinity for Wagner, represented a logical continuity of the legacy of the 

director of Vienna’s Musikfreunde.  Schoenberg’s Second String Quartet Op.10 No.2 

(1908) however, represented his definite turning point.  The second movement “Litanei” 

shows the historical and radical break with tonality followed by the introduction of a 

soprano part in the last two movements, which in turn opened the path to later more “free 
 
18 Kenneth Gloag, “The String Quartet in the Twentieth-Century,” in The Cambridge Companion to the 
String Quartet, ed. by Robin Stowell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 288. 
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thinking” treatment of this chamber music genre.  Although Enescu knew Shoenberg’s 

work well, especially through his earlier affiliation with the Viennese musical life, the 

Romanian composer openly opposed his atonal and radical ordering of pitches through 

his serial methods.  The only parallel between the two opposed styles is the clear affinity 

towards the centralization of their dramatic musical language around powerful 

expressionistic patterns.   

Around 1895, when Enescu entered his first year of studies at the Paris 

Conservatory, Debussy’s only string quartet was already a hit in the top ten preferences 

of the cosmopolitan musical life.  The French composer who finished the quartet two 

years before (1893) offered to the musical world a work of unique sensibility.  His quartet 

Op.10 represented in its content the final culmination of the romantic ideas built over a 

more somber classical form and combined with Debussy’s impressionistic novelties of 

appealing authenticity.  In Paris Enescu played through an impressive chamber music 

literature with his friends Alfred Cortot, Jaques Thibaud and later Pablo Casals and Fritz 

Kleiser.  After attending Massenet’s and Fauré’s regular classes at the Conservatoire, 

Enescu immerged himself in the studying of Debussy’s works.  He soon realized the 

musical and esthetic value of such music for the generations to come.  Debussy’s quartet 

was based on the use of pentatonic and whole tone scales, and Enescu was especially 

impressed by the exquisite combination of Western musical language with the more 

exotic and Eastern flavored melodies.  Enescu soon realized that Debussy neither 

consciously thought about nor deliberately incorporated in his composition the Javanese 

music he has heard at the 1889 Paris Exposition.  



30

The French master, created unique sonorities that suggested strange feelings and 

moods and new aural sensations to the human ear.  Enescu became fond of the novelties 

he discovered in Debussy’s music and was determined to make use of them too, but in 

different ways. 

The debut of Ravel’s String Quartet in 1904 literally stirred up the imagination of 

Parisian musical critics.  This new work was promoted openly by Debussy and was seen 

in conflict with the more conservative academic tendencies.  Ravel’s merit is to have 

brought this genre to a perfect organic instrumental organization.  Through his string 

quartet, Ravel reached an almost visualized motivic organization, where the harmonic, 

rhythmic, polyphonic and dynamic components of the piece became a homogenous, light, 

and elastic secondary layer, subordinate to the incandescent and truly original melodic 

contour. 19 At a certain expressive level, the music of Ravel seemed also too pedant for 

Enescu and too finely pared to satisfy his musical appetite.  The two composers shared a 

long lasting relationship and although some early school works of the too were less 

aberrant, perhaps because of Faure’s influence, their later style became more and more 

divergent.  Enescu’s respect for Ravel as friend and composer lasted until his death.  

Enescu premiered Ravel’s early Violin Sonata in A-major in Paris with Ravel playing the 

piano part.  As late as 1952, Enescu would recall and play from memory Ravel’s 

“Shéhérazade” overture (1898), a piece that he once played with Ravel on piano in 

Fauré’s composition class. 20 

19 Pascal Bentoiu, Deschideri Despre Lumea Musicii (Bucuresti : Editura Eminescu, 1973), 68. 
20 Bernard Gavoty, Les Souvenirs de Georges Enesco (Paris: Flamarion, 1955), 46.  
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As with Enescu’s composition, the polyphonic dimension of Bartók’s quartet 

writing is crucial for today’s musicological research.  Although using a totally opposed 

melodic and harmonic language, Bartók’s ideas of polyphony were basically similar to 

those of Bach and he saw them through a clear Beethovenian formal organization.  

However, Bartók’s string quartets didn’t escape Debussy’s powerfully suggestive and 

intrinsic harmonic colors, rather he took them even further with his propensity for folk 

elements.  As was the case with Enescu’s First Violin Sonata in D-Major Op.2 (1897), 

the Second Violin Sonata in f-minor Op.6  (1899) and even with the First String Quartet 

Op.22 in E-Flat (1920), the Hungarian composer showed a clear predilection towards 

fully-fledged Wagnerian chromatic harmonies.  Bartók’s later uniqueness of style, as 

observed in his last four string quartets became universally accepted because it was the 

result of an exhaustive use of subjective compositional patterns: formal symmetry, 

specific melodic integration of authentic folk elements and the use of progressive motivic 

development to create highly expressive melodies.  At melodic level both Enescu and 

Bartók’s share something of the pureness of melody, which resulted from the highest 

intellectualization of folk music.  Also common to both composers is the extensive use of 

unison and heterophony as expressive tools.  In esthetic terms, the final result is quite 

different: Bartók created a modern musical typology as opposed to the romantic musical 

thinking of Enescu. 

 The evolution of the string quartet during the first half of the twentieth-century 

Europe had two main results.  Technically, we can speak of a quick and pronounced use 

of newly invented compositional tools.  Esthetically, the result was a modern subjectivity, 
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based almost invariably on older classical patterns of form and proportions. Schoenberg, 

Reger, Hindemith, Ravel, Nielsen, Honegger, Bartók, and Enescu eventually achieved 

their own compositional goals in the realm of the string quartet with the continued 

diversifications and expansions of the already established classical patterns enhanced by 

their unique and diverse musical personalities.   

 In conclusion, as I pointed out earlier, Enescu’s aesthetical and musical values 

were the result of a synthesis based on at least three main sources: his Romanian soul 

combined with the rigorousness of his earlier German education, and then the “dreamy-

world-like” and unique character of the French Impressionism.          
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B.  Enescu’s Unfinished String Quartets and his Quartet Op.22 No.1 in E-flat 

Major 

 

Although Enescu completed only two of his string quartets in their entirety, this 

genre held a great attraction for the composer.  This lifelong attraction prompted him to 

start and leave sketches of ten other unfinished string quartets in addition to the two from 

Op.22.  Most of these quartets were begun during his first compositional period.  During 

a research conducted in the early 1970’s at the “George Enescu” Museum in Bucharest, 

the musicologist Titus Moisescu, who is rightfully considered the authority on Enescu’s 

manuscripts, found the following unfinished quartets in the composers hand writing: a 

first string quartet in C-Major Op.12 which was started in Paris in 1896, a second 

unfinished string quartet in C-Major dated1897, a third string quartet in C-Major dated 

1906 and started in Romania, a fourth string quartet in G-sharp-minor, a fifth string 

quartet in D-flat-major,  as sixth unfinished one in F-minor, a seventh string quartet in  

D-major, an eighth string quartet in C-sharp-minor, and finally a ninth in A-minor.  

According to Moisescu, only the first three are dated, and their whole scores consist of 

only of the beginnings of a few bars or a few sheets of paper.  Moisescu’s regret is 

evident when he states that he could not draw any further conclusions about their 

structures or contents.21 

21 Titus Moisescu, “Some Remarks on the Genuine Version of the String Quartet in G Major 
Op.22 No.2 by George Enescu,” in Enesciana I, 19 September 1973, ed.  Mircea Voicana 
(Bucharest:Editura Academie, 1976), 93. 
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The First String Quartet Op.22 in E-flat-Major was composed in parallel with at 

least two other important works: his Third Symphony in C, Op.21 (1921) and the piano 

reduction of his opera Oedip (finalized by 1923).  The date that appears on the last page 

of the manuscript of the quartet is December 1st, 1920. From Enescu’s own letters 

musicologists found the date of the premiere, which was of the on 5th of February 1921, 

in the concert hall of the Laussane Music Conservatory.  Although Enescu played the 

viola part at the premiere, the famous Flonzaley Quartet, the quartet dedicatee, further 

presented the work in concerts in The Hague, Paris and London during the spring of 1921 

and the following year.  As expected, the piece, which has the standard four-movement 

layout, has many common characteristics but also differs in comparison to the later 

quartet in G-Major.  The Wagnerian type of chromaticism dominates the first quartet in 

opposition to the more refrained and refined modal melodies of Op.22 No.2.  On the 

thematic level, both share the gradual amplification of the motivic transformation 

throughout all four movements, with a latent, but constant struggle towards an energetic 

climax reserved for the last movement.  The first quartet represents more the impetuosity 

and virtuosity of Enescu’s violin playing in comparison with the second, where the 

technique is more subdued and serves diligently to the latent building of the musical 

discourse.  Finally, if Enescu choose for the first string quartet a timbre spectrum 

highlighting the low register saturated with harmonics of the four instruments, he did just 

the opposite in No.2, where he planed everything in a medium-high register with more 

pure and translucent sonorities.  There are certain affects that appear throughout the two 

works that cannot be revealed through a simple analysis; careful listening and/or possible 
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performing is required. Although completely non-programmatic, Enescu designed these 

two quartets with clear, rhetorical gestures in mind, which openly argue the eternal 

human condition pendulant between good and bad, between life and death.   
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III. ENESCU’S SECOND STRING QUARTET OP.22 NO.2 IN 
G-MAJOR 

 

A.  Genesis and Versions of the Work 

Recent researches based on chronology and on surviving sketches, have revealed 

that Enescu’s second string quartet was the result of a long period of mental gestation.  

For the music historian, simply put, the situation was the following: Enescu’s 

international performing and conducting career, especially between 1920 and 1945, 

prevented him from finishing the work earlier.  Even though Enescu’s own chronological 

systematization of his entire output, puts the second string quartet within the same opus 

number as the first, there is a gap of about thirty years between the completions of the 

two works.  This is not an isolated case, for Enescu did the same with his two piano 

sonatas and the cello sonatas.  The piano works were completed eleven years apart: 

Sonata no.1 in f-sharp-minor in 1924, followed by the Sonata no.3, D-Major, Op.24 No.3 

finished in 1935, and the cello sonatas op.26 No.1 written in 1898, and Op.26 No.2 

respectively in 1935.  

Titus Moisescu believes that the second quartet started to take a mental contour in 

Enescu’s mind as early as 1916, but he waited for a more appropriate time to put his 

thoughts on paper.   
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The composer confessed the following in a letter dated 7th of December 1952 and 

sent to Dr. Harold Spivacke22:

“ (…) It takes me a very long time, sometimes years, to finish a work and even 
afterwards I am to revise it with utmost care in order to be fully aware it is not 
liable to further improvement.”23 

Although Enescu placed the completion of the quartet as 1951, today the piece 

has several known versions, which date between the completion of the Concert Overture 

on Themes in Romanian Folk Character in A –Major Op.32 (1948)24 and the Chamber 

Symphony for Twelve Solo Instruments Op.33 (1954).  While putting his last touches to 

the final version of the work, Enescu was already working on his symphonic poem Vox 

Maris Op.31 (1954). The Romanian musicologist Constantin Stihi-Boss considers that 

the quartet represented “Enescu’s farewell to the proper genres of chamber music,” and 

pointed out that because of its chronology, Enescu personally noted that the work should 

not be taken in the succession made by Op.31, 32, and 33, being a work whose character 

stands apart. 25 

22 Dr. Harold Spivacke was at the time the Chief of the Music Division of the Library of Congress 
in Washington, DC.  

23 George Enescu, “Letter to Dr. Harold Spivacke on 7th of December 1954” from Enescu’s 
original letters found in the “George Enescu” Museum in Bucharest, Romania, quoted in Titus Moisescu, 
“Some Remarks on the Genuine Version of the String Quartet in G Major Op.22 No.2 by George Enescu,” 
in Enesciana I, 19 September 1973, ed.  Mircea Voicana (Bucharest:Editura Academie, 1976), 95. 

 
24 This work was dedicated to the memory of the Romanian Princess Elena Bibescu, great 

patroness of the arts, and premiered by the National Symphony Orchestra in Washington, D.C in 1948 with 
Enescu as conductor. 

25 Constantin Stihi-Boos, “A few Aspects of the Musical Transfiguration of the Literary Pretext in 
the Symphonic Poem ‘Vox Maris’ by George Enescu,’ “in Enesciana I, 19 September 1973, ed.  Mircea 
Voicana (Bucharest:Editura Academie, 1976), 144. 
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Ten years after Enescu’s death, the Romanian Union of Composers took the 

initiative to start working on a collected edition of all of his works.  The task that was 

undertaken in 1966, as Moisescu admits in his article, was very difficult since many 

works and manuscripts were literally scattered around the world given by the fact that 

although Enescu actually lived and died in Paris, he had traveled extensively during the 

last years of his life.  The team of researchers led by Moisescu began editing the second 

quartet based on two sources: an original holograph manuscript found in the museum in 

Bucharest and the only edition of the score of the quartet in print at the time, with the 

permission of the Salabert House of Paris.26 When the musicologists carefully 

confronted the two sources, they found much discordance including numerous misprints 

and oversights in the Salabert part.  A detailed report was immediately sent to Salabert, 

but the publishing house could not justify and shed any light on the matter.  The company 

asked the Romanian team to further their research and vowed to sponsor their efforts.  

Furthermore, when the researchers collated the two parts27 , they were astonished to find 

substantial differences in all four parts, some structural, melodic and even of rhythmic 

order.  The Salabert parts soon revealed, as Moisescu confesses, entire changed passages 

with serious implications on the work: altered bars, added notes, different accidentals for 

the same notes, etc.  Not knowing exactly if the Romanian holograph MS was completed 

prior to or after the submitting of the piece to Salabert by Enescu, the researchers 

concluded that they would use the Romanian manuscript over the Salabert edition of the 

 
26 Salabert Publishing House was Enescu’s editor in Paris. 
27 Collating two or more holograph manuscripts of the same composition has become lately a 

basic tool for any researcher.  This method allows the investigator to enter the composer’s so called 
“creative laboratory”, determining thus several stages in the completion of the work.    
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quartet in editing and including the work in the collection they were preparing, and that 

the Salabert edition was simply another version of the piece that Enescu might have 

submitted to the editor at a different date.   Finally the parts and the score were 

reconstituted and were ready for printing on March 31st, 1967. 

The real surprise occurred in the fall of the same year, when the American 

musicologist Irving Lowens, delivered a paper on the quartet for The Fourth International 

George Enescu Competition that took place in Romania in September 1967.  Armed with 

significant research results, Lowens delivered a copy of another holograph manuscript in 

existence at the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C to the Romanian musicologists. 

The holograph represented a set of parts and a score, which were sent by Enescu directly 

to Dr. Spivacke in Washington in June 1953.  According to Lowens’ paper,28 the way this 

version of the Second String Quartet Op.22 No. 2 in G-Major entered the Library of 

Congress is most interesting.  Enescu had become acquainted with Dr. Spivacke during a 

visit to Washington, D.C. in 1940.  The visit was followed by an intense correspondence 

between the two and culminated with the commission from Enescu of a chamber music 

work by Mrs. Koussevitzy, through Dr. Spivacke and the Koussevitzky Foundation of 

Boston.29 Enescu replied to Dr. Spivacke immediately, stating with regret, that he could 

not possibly complete such a work in a timely manner given his very busy conducting 

 
28 Mr. Lowens article was published a year later in Studii de Musicologie, vol.IV (Bucuresti, 

Editura Uniunii Compositorilor, 1968) 
29 Titus Moisescu, “Some Remarks on the Genuine Version of the String Quartet in G Major 

Op.22 No.2 by George Enescu,” in Enesciana I, 19 September 1973, ed.  Mircea Voicana 
(Bucharest:Editura Academie, 1976), 98. 
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schedule, but that he had a string quartet almost ready, which he had dedicated to Mrs. 

Elizabeth Sprague-Coolidge.30 

In the light of this new information the group of international musicologists 

believed that between the date of completion of the first version, found in the Bucharest 

museum, and the delivery of the work to Dr. Spivacke, the quartet had undergone 

numerous changes and revisions by the composer.  The final analysis and comparison of 

the two sources, starting with the one found in the Romanian museum and the other 

currently in the possession of the Library of Congress reveled only slight changes made 

to the first and last movements of the piece.  Moisescu ended his article stating, that the 

unanimous conclusion of the musicologists participating in this extensive research was 

that the version found in Washington is undeniably the last and most authoritative of 

all.31 

30 Mrs. Elizabeth Sprague-Coolidge has been a famous patroness of music, founding the audition 
hall bearing her name in the building of the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.  She was a great 
admirer of Enescu’s art as a conductor, performer and composer. The two started a lengthy friendship since 
their first encounter in 1952.    

31 Titus Moisescu, “Some Remarks on the Genuine Version of the String Quartet in G Major 
Op.22 No.2 by George Enescu,” in Enesciana I, 19 September 1973, ed.  Mircea Voicana 
(Bucharest:Editura Academie, 1976), 101. 
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B. Analysis of the Second String Quartet Op.22 No.2 in G-Major*

1. The first movement: Molto Moderato 

Although Enescu’s second quartet retains the traditional four-movement setting, it 

is based on the strong concept of thematic and motivic unity that migrates from 

movement to movement resulting in a cyclic work.    

The movement begins with the entrance of the first violin presenting the principal 

theme (TA) of the first thematic group (1TG) in a calm mezzo piano.  Ex.1 

* It is in the best interest of the reader to explore this chapter in parallel with a score of the quartet. 
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This is an ample theme, twenty measures long, and contains five phrases 

incorporated in two periods.  The importance of the TA1 is that it contains all the basic 

elements, which will then generate the whole thematic material of the piece.   The first 

period contains the motto motive (MM) as antecedent followed by two consequent 

phrases made up of two other motives that are based already on the elements of the initial 

motto motive (MM).  The motto motive (MM) is very important since it is central to 

Enescu’s entire piece.  The MM incorporates three other smaller motivic cells within its 

structure: the first, MC1 whose musical DNA is comprised of two ascendant intervals: 

first an augmented-second (A2nd) followed by a diminished-eleventh (D11th).  

Enharmonically, the MC1 represents a g-minor chord (G, B-flat, D), played melodically 

by the first violin.  The following MC2 is a rhythmic-melodic variation of MC1 and 

consists of a dotted-eight-sixteenth-note followed by a quarter-note rhythm that 

incorporates a descending minor-seventh (m7th), followed by an ascending minor-sixth 

(m6th).  Finally, the last motivic cell MC3K, comprises four notes: D-sharp, G, E and B, 

and has a cadential function for the MM.   

The Motto Motive (MM) is of great importance for Enescu. The whole motto 

motive is comprised of eight notes and incorporates many diminished and augmented 

intervals.  We can immediately observe that there are three notes here (A-sharp, C-sharp 

and D-sharp) which are foreign to the G-Major tonality.  An explanation seems to be 

necessary:  Enescu was using a combination of two modal variants of G-Major: the 

Lydian on G and a modified version of the Lydian with a heightened second and lowered 

sixth degree (A-sharp/B-flat and D-sharp/E-flat).   
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Enescu uses a continued oscillation between two modes that share the same final.  

The result of this procedure is a more unstable and flexible tonality, which invariably is 

ready to accept notes from outside of the seven diatonic degrees of the scale.  Later in the 

work we will find varied thematic materials comprised of many notes totally foreign to 

G-Major pushing towards atonality, but this is not the case with the first theme (TA1).  

The cello repeats the MC3K before the violin will play the first phrase (Ph1). The cello’s 

line is placed above than that of the viola creating an interesting color.  The continued 

oscillation of the second degree in the melody of the first violin part creates an interval of 

diminished-octave beside the now regular lowered sixth degree.  The harmonic 

combinations of the lines of the four instruments create chromatic verticality and minor 

chords in second inversion (G, D-sharp, C) not found in G-Major, and which do not have 

modulatory functions.  The second phrase (Ph2) brings more tension by the help of many 

new chromatic notes introduced, and also by a dynamic crescendo. The more chromatic 

writing is immediately balanced out by the presence of an augmented-sixth-chord that 

resolves typically on the tonic chord in the second inversion (D-G-B). Also, the second 

violin part contains modal intonations given by the lowering of both the sixth degree 

(now, E-flat) and the third degree (B-flat) resulting in an augmented chord (m.8).  This 

chord is typical of G-Minor Melodic and consists of D (fundamental), F-sharp, B-flat and 

F-sharp in the first violin.   

The second period of the theme (P2) starts with a newly configured connecting 

motive (CM) that consists of the following notes: C (half note), B (quarter), A (dotted 

eight), followed by B (sixteenth note).  The rhythmic characteristic of the Connecting 



44

Motive (CM) originated from the initial motivic cell (MC2) of the MM.  The CM is 

important since is not limited to the first movement of the piece.  Enescu used it as a 

connecting motive between various themes throughout then entire piece.  

The third phrase (Ph3) of the theme starts with a rhythmic variation of the initial 

MM but uses a more simplified melodic contour based on major and minor seconds.  The 

reappearance in measure 12 of the transitional motivic cell (TMC), found initially in the 

second measure, is now a short chromatic gesture consisting only of three notes (D, D-

sharp, E).  Measure 13 brings another expressive motive in the first violin. This can be 

labeled as a Tethrachordal Motive (TM) since is based on the descending steps of the 

second. G-Major tetrachord (G, F-sharp, E, D).  Enescu sustains this vertical structure by 

the use of a creative harmonic language: he alternates a dominant seventh chord with the 

fundamental in the viola part, with a seventh-chord built on the major and minor third 

degree of G-Major (III7, iii7). This color is eventually enhanced by another factor: the 

sound clashes provoked by the simultaneous presence of g-natural in the first violin and  

g-sharp in the second are immediately weakened by Enescu’s dynamic indication of bp

(ben-piano).  Measures 14 and 15 bring a variation of the TM transposed a major second 

lower.  An eventual intention to modulate towards a-minor is soon abandoned by the 

presence of a-flat in the cello line and of an E-flat in the second violin.  The last phrase of 

TA1 starts with the TMC transposed a perfect fourth higher, and taking an important part 

in the musical discourse, reappearing twice before the final cadence of the TA1: in the 

first violin and then in the cello part. 
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Enescu risked an apparent repetition through the presence of the TM again in 

measures 17, 18 and 19 but he immediately disguised it using melodic variation and a 

rhythmic variation based on syncopation.  Also, a rhythmic symmetry of the TM that 

would have occurred in measure 19 is blurred by the appearance of the tonic in the first 

violin part, followed in the next beat by the second violin and the viola and after two 

beats by the cello, reinforcing our belief in the “G” as the tonal center.   

As I pointed out before, the use of the TM in the last few bars of the TA1 works 

as a very short transition to the newly cast TA2.  This new theme is again presented by 

the first violin and although is much shorter then the TA1, it gives the impression of a 

very condensed melody since Enescu used eleven notes of the total of twelve chromatic 

notes of the “G” scale.   

Opposed to the theme the TA1 whose rhythm is based on the traditional 

divisionary system, the newly born theme is influenced by the parlando-rubato rhythms 

still found in some Eastern European cultures, implicitly in the Romanian folk music.   

The change of meter from 4/4 to 3/2 enabled Enescu to create new rhythms that give the 

impression of improvised and measureless melody.  This is an important trait of authentic 

Romanian folk music.  Here Enescu wrote expressive markings that accompany certain 

notes throughout the new theme.  The louré is a right-hand bow technique, and when 

used effectively produces a unique and softly articulated speech-like sound effect.  

Enescu set the whole theme in a dark color (“un poco oscuro”) using delicate dynamics: 

p and mp. The cello and the second violin sustain the melody in unison with a pedal on 

the tonic.  That gives the impression of an archaic drone-type accompaniment often found 
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in the folk music of Eastern European origins.  Both motives of the first phrase (Ph1) 

consists of eight different pitches and exhibit the same rhythmic organization, with the 

exception of the up-beats, which are irregular.  This is yet another characteristic of 

Romanian folk music.  With the second motive of the Ph1, Enescu comes the closest to 

using a typical folk formula (F, G-flat, B, C) that is still recognizable in the folk music of 

the Bihar County32 

The musicologist and composer Vasile Herman points out the appearance of this 

specific formula in Bartók’s volume three of his Microcosmos. This, of course, was no 

new revelation for Herman since Bartók was born in Bihar himself and conducted most 

of his musicological researches collecting folk music there prior to and again during the 

First World War.  Herman simply observes that the TA2 contains the first musical 

elements that connect Enescu’s string quartet to authentic folk music.  Also, the presence 

of this cell, which I labeled the Bihar Sub-Motive (BS-M) in the music of both composers 

only proves its authenticity and the connection between the two composers through the 

medium of folkloric material used.33 The BS-M appears as a retrograde of the original 

folk motive and was born through the oscillation of the raised fourth degree in G-Major 

(c-sharp/c-natural).  The viola line is constructed here mainly on the TMC and the 

appearance of another typical folk element, the interval of augmented-second, which 

enhances the TA2 expressively.  Harmonically, Enescu makes use of the modified Lydian 

Mode on “G” with the constant oscillation of the second degree (hence the appearance of 

 
32 The Bihar County incorporates Sinicolau Mare—the birthplace of Bartók--and is part of the 

Transylvania region.  Bihar was part of Hungary until 1945 when it was annexed to Romania. 
33 Speranta Radulescu, ed.  Centenarul George Enescu 1881-1981 (Bucuresti: Editura Muzicala, 

1981), 270. 
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the A2nd interval).  In the second violin and the viola part, the migrating fourth degree 

returns to c-natural by the end of the Ph1 in parallel with the use of the lowered sixth 

degree (E-flat).           

A dissection of the second phrase (Ph2) of the TA2 reveals three highly important 

motives.  The first two incorporate the first use of the Bach Motivic Cell (BachMC) but 

not yet presented in the original form.  Enescu retained the use of the BachMC in the 

normal form for later.  In the first motive of Ph2, the BachMC appears in 1.2.4.3 order 

and followed shortly by 4.3.1.2 in the second motive, respectively.  The harmonic 

language of Ph2 is based on a constant struggle to establish locally a final mode, but 

hovers undecidedly over the minor, major and major-harmonic modes of “G” and uses 

eleven out of the twelve pitches (only F-natural is missing) of the total chromatic scale 

but again, without leaving the earlier established tonal center.  

 In a letter of 1942 sent to the Romanian composer Sabin Dragoi, Enescu 

expressed clearly his intentions regarding the TA2 of the first movement of his G-Major 

quartet: 

“I am treating this theme in a new manner: more like dressing-up a folk melody 
with light counterpoint in the very character of this melody but with the condition 
that it would not influence the harmonies either.” 34 

In order to better anchor his music in a well-defined sonata structure Enescu 

proceeded next to a transitional episode (TE) that works as a bridge towards the second 

thematic group 2TG of this first movement.  The music suddenly becomes more agitated 

because of the combination of the binary and ternary rhythms, which produce many 

 
34 Ibid., 273. 
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syncopated formulas.  Also, the principal melodic line is constructed with fragments of 

the previous TA1.  The BachMC reappears here (the second measure after rehearsal 

number 3) in the 1.4.2.3. order followed by another one in 4.1.3.2. or (D-sharp, D-natural, 

E, C-sharp), a formula that will serve later in the next movements as the basic motivic 

organization in the molding of new themes.   

On the harmonic level, the TA presents modulatory inflections in A-Major (pedal) 

and is colored with chords built on the dominant of G (d-minor).  After several measures, 

the second violin takes a leading role, with a highly chromatic melodic line that 

incorporates for the very first time two of the original versions of the BachMC (1.2.3.4). 

The first is F-sharp, E-sharp, G-sharp, G-natural and is followed by a transposition at a 

minor second (m2nd) higher: G-natural, F-sharp, A-natural and G-sharp.  Enescu brings 

the music to rest by recalling the tetrachordal motive (TM) from the fourth phrase of the 

TA1 in a slightly varied form played by the first violin in a softer nuance.  The line of the 

second violin remains chromatic and at rehearsal 4, repeats three times a new non-

retrogradable syncopated rhythm.   To prepare the apparition of the 2TG, Enescu 

dissolves step by step the newly built melodic fragment and brings back by repetition the 

cadential motivic cell (MC3K), which first appeared at the end of m.2 of the movement.   

Here, the first violin proposes a modulation to B-Major but is contradicted by the 

intentions of the viola and cello.  The viola stubbornly repeats c-naturals, which makes 

the harmony unstable for a while.  It is important to note that the C-natural is the 

fundamental of both the subdominant of “G” but also of the augmented sixth chord in the 

second inversion (C-natural, A-sharp, F-sharp) that would easily take us to B-Major.   
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After several slower paced steps built on the dominant and sub-mediant of the 

basic tonality, Enescu suddenly introduces the new theme (TB).  Presented this time by 

the first violin, as expected, the TB is totally opposed in character to the TA1.  Enescu 

follows in the footsteps of famous predecessors such as Schoenberg or Stravinsky, who 

were the first to break with the past through their different approach to the second themes 

within the sonata form, finding different means to highlight the opposed character 

required by traditional conventions.  Therefore, Enescu’s TB is not based on a lyrical 

melodic line, but rather on a more square melody.  Considering the relative proximity of 

the date of composition of an earlier work for violin and piano entitled “Impressions from 

Childhood” and the G-Major quartet, the atmosphere of the TB is given by the short and 

crisp melody that strikingly resembles a song from a common childhood scene: boys 

playing a war game.  The militaristic character of the TB is given by rhythmic formulas 

that result from the combinations of triplets with eight-note rests, quarter-triplets and 

especially the dotted rhythms where the values of dots were also replaced by rests.   

The secondary theme TB can be easily broken down in two well defined periods 

of an obvious symmetrical shape that contain two phrases of four measures each.    

Moreover, although not a novelty by the 1950’s, the initial phrase of TB is set by Enescu 

in D-sharp-minor, by all means very far from the home key of G-Major.  Also of interest 

is that the composer uses four different tonal centers corresponding to the four phrases of 

this theme.  Besides being harmonically rooted in d-sharp minor, the first violin suddenly 

plays in a more moving tempo (“Marciale ma pp”).  The short notes based on triplets and 

found twice in the first motive of the TB (M1/TB) suggest the marching steps of the 



50

mock-soldiers and are based on the initial TMC of TA1.  A second motive (M2/TB) 

follows and is especially important to us since it contains in turn, the MC2 of the initial 

Motto Motive (MM) of TA1.  At the end of the first phrase (Ph1/TB), the viola part 

contains the recurring BachMC in 4.2.3.1 order that is E, D-flat, E-sharp, and D.  The 

first violin also plays the melody of the second phrase (Ph2/TB) and is basically a 

variation of Ph1/TB placed tonally an augmented fourth below, which is A-minor.  

Enescu continues this melodic variation in the second period of the TB.  This time it is 

the second violin that starts a varied form of the initial first period of the theme 

transposing it a m3rd below (C-minor).  The melody of the first phrase of the second 

period is taken over by the first violin and played in C-Major.  If the second phrase of TB 

doesn’t bring significant changes, the harmonic language however, is embellished with 

chords foreign of the newly established tonal centers, such as the once at rehearsal 6: B-

natural, F-sharp, E-flat, and D-flat, A-flat, and F-flat.  The second phrase of the second 

period is started in f-sharp minor.  Through the existence of this four tonal centers 

 (D-sharp, A, C and F-sharp) and using harmonies based on the oscillation of certain 

degrees, Enescu creates a special color that gives the TB a unique character.  The 

composer finally accomplishes his goal by reaching a clear opposition with the TA1 

through the means of character of the melody, expression and by making use of a much 

faster harmonic language.  Furthermore, the subtlety of Enescu’s highly organized 

musical thinking, is revealed in the structure of the TB by the fact that at this level, the 

secondary theme functions as a self-sufficient modified binary form, with a modulation to 
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the dominant by the end of the first period but without the normal return to the tonic by 

the end of the second period.  

 

Ex.2a 

Ex.2b 

 

S e co n d a ry  T h e m e 
“T B ”  

1 s t P e rio d  

P hra se 1  P hrase 2  

d#- -
m inor  

a-m in or  

“A” 

i v

“B ” 

2 nd  P e riod  

P hra se 1  

c -m ino r/  
C-M a jor  

V II    

P hra se 2  

f# -m in or/  
c -m ino r  

i i i 
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As expected, the development section (starting at rehearsal 7) is based on all three 

themes of the exposition and is of a very reduced size.  The main role is continued by the 

first violin and starts with elements of the folk oriented theme of the 1TG (TA2).  The 

melody resulting from the combination of the themes gives the impression of a never-

ending line and covers virtually the whole development section.  Enescu introduced again 

the BachMC from the very first measure of this section and in m.4 after rehearsal 7, the 

composer used a version of the BachMC 1.4.2.3, which was first encountered in TB of 

the exposition.  The main attraction presented by this version of BachMC is its new 

rhythmic organization.  Enescu makes use here not only of melodic but also rhythmic 

variation of the motivic cell: there is a clear mathematic relation that starts from a non-

retrogradable syncopated rhythm (sixteen-note/eight-note-sixteen-note) that is altered by 

augmentation.  At this moment in the Development, Enescu creates an important catalytic 

motive that will periodically reappear during the entire piece adding in this way to the 

elements that will help shape this cyclical work:  the Motive with Intervals in Expansion 

(MIE).  

 

Ex.3 
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On the dynamic level, the composer institutes a constantly rising level of intensity 

starting from piano subito, and continuing with large crescendos. The new chromatic line 

creates tonal instability with inflections into C-Major and which result ultimately in the 

first violin bringing back the MM from the beginning of the movement in a G-minor 

variant this time (m.6 after rehearsal 7). The other voices bring more instability by 

playing the whole MM or fragments of this with oscillating II, III and VI degrees that 

create further inflections into E-flat minor, A-minor and F-minor.    

 

Ex.4 

An notable moment appears one measure before rehearsal 8, where the second 

violin presents for the first time a transposed BachMC but in the real order 1.2.3.4 or  

D-natural, D-flat, E-flat, E-natural.  

 

Ex.5 
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At the same time, the first violin prepares the return to the basic tonal center by 

playing in G-Major, a modified version of the delicate TMC that was first found in Ph4 

of the TA1.  In m.2 after rehearsal 8, the composer makes use of a transposed BachMC in 

3.4.1.2 order. The melodic line of the first violin is based on free sequencing of the TMC 

and continues to rise in dynamic level up to forte when it reaches the climatic point of the 

development section. 

 

Ex.6 

In measure 3 after rehearsal 8 Enescu introduces a transitional phrase, which 

starts with a descending line in a slower tempo “Pochissiomo Menno Mosso” and 

resembles the lamenting “parlando rubato” found in Romanian Doina.35 The melody 

played by the first violin is clearly constructed with the first motive of the TB in mind 

and is based on its characteristic descending triplet formula.   

 
35 Doina is an archaic Romanian folk song (still cultivated in the present in some regions) that can 

be both a vocal or an instrumental genre and which usually expresses the outmost sadness felt through 
alienation and homesickness.  The singer or interpreter often uses a special hybrid vocal technique that 
resembles speech-like singing.   
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This time though, the melody changes in mood from the initial happy children’s 

play to a somber lament-like melody.  The intensity of this section dissipates little by 

little and the composer prepares the transition to the recapitulation.  The development 

ends with the upper three instruments playing in unison on “G” and the cello playing a 

reminiscence of the initial TMC of the TA1 that resemble the sights of a sick elderly 

person.  Nevertheless, on an emotional level, the powerful gesture accomplished by the 

sudden motivic transformation undertaken by the TB before the recapitulation, represents 

Enescu’s regret for a long-past happy childhood and resentment towards death.    

The recapitulation section starts with a new tempo marking “poco più lento” (m.3 

before rehearsal 9) and with the viola playing a variant of the initial cadential cell MC3K.  

The cello plays a line of triplets and reassures us about the return to the basic tonal center 

by emphasizing the tonic and dominant pedals of “G”: in other words a perfect authentic 

cadence in G-Major. What happens next is Enescu’s own break with the regular order of 

the classical sonata form; he brings back in the recapitulation the two themes of TG1 but 

in an inverted order.  A shorter version, containing only the first motives of both phrases 

of theme TA2, the earlier identified folkloric theme, is stated first.  Ex.7 

 



56

The role of the transition to the next theme, which occurs in the measure 

immediately before rehearsal 10, is taken by the first violin through a short modulatory 

passage that uses a varied form of the TMC, a method used earlier in the development. 

During this transition on the base of “un poco agitato” the turbulent triplet-filled cello 

line is taken over by the viola and later for a few bars by the second violin.  The 

superimposition of these lines, to which a softer and calmer first violin part is added, 

creates new brief “tonal excursions” into C-Major, F-sharp Major, A-minor and E-flat 

Major.   

Finally, the TA1 is brought back but in a shorter, more compressed version.  The 

theme has in its components only the MM two times consecutively.  In the recapitulation, 

the TA1 is played again by the first violin and is the subject of deep motivic 

transformation undertaken both on melodic and rhythmic levels.  Enescu started the MM 

transposed an octave higher and replaced the initial g-minor chord played melodically 

with a chord of B-flat major: B-flat, F, and D.  An ascending M6th replaces the 

characteristic interval of the ascending D11th from the initial MC1.  The second motivic 

cell MC2 is also varied but curiously, Enescu retains the MC3K in the original form with 

the characteristic intervallic components, this time transposed an octave higher.  The 

important cadential figure represented by the “falling P4th” which is present at the end of 

the original MC3K was replaced by a descending m9th only to reappear in its original 

form the second time.  At rehearsal 10 all four instruments engage in a heterophonic 

dialog presenting horizontally sequences of fragments of previously used themes.  In the 
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section between rehearsals 10 and 11, the viola and second violin seem to be more 

unified rhythmically; both instrumental lines are constructed on triplets, the main 

component of the TM and also the TA, with dactylic intrusions of the second violin 

creating rhythmic disturbances which add to the heterophonic effect.  For a visually 

clearer comparison between the original TA1 and the theme resulted from Enescu’s 

motivic transformation, see examples Ex.8a and Ex.8b below. 

Ex.8a 

 

Ex.8b 
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On the harmonic level Enescu keeps “G” as tonal center with brief oscillations of 

the IV and VI degrees (C-natural/C-sharp and E-flat/E-natural).  The section with parallel 

triplets in P4ths played by the second violin and viola before rehearsal 11 create unusual 

tonal relations but with obvious inflections in E-major (for four measures starting with 

the last two measures before rehearsal 10).  An important pentatonic passage occurs in 

the second and third measure after rehearsal 10.  At this moment, Enescu “airs” the 

texture and has the first violin and cello move in a slower pace incorporating a simple 

triplet motion for the inner instruments.  Using two types of pentatonic scales, one 

diatonic and the other made of whole tones (see Ex.9b on the next page), the composer 

was able to create an almost impressionistic atmosphere which most likely is a gesture of 

tribute to the French school.  

 

Ex. 9a 
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Ex.9b

It is the TA2’s turn to be brought back and Enescu places it first in the second 

violin.  After restless triplet figures, the second violin plays the more expressive TA2 

starting in m.2 before rehearsal 11.  First Enescu brings back this theme with its original 

tonal center of “G” just like in the exposition, and then he repeats almost identically in 

the first violin part.    In the leading violin part, the ternary TMC is again of importance 

since its used here as the transition between the previous episodes and the restatement of 

TA2.  In m. 3 after rehearsal 11, theTA2 is easily recognizable in the first violin part both 

visually in the score and aurally.  To better highlight this important arrival and make the 

listener aware of his intentions about the last appearance of TA2, the composer takes us 

harmonically to remote tonalities such as A-flat minor in the measures previous to the 

main theme.  Before the short coda section, which starts at rehearsal 12, Enescu felt the 

impetus to bring back for the last time the MM in a clear gesture of reassurance 

anticipating again the use and significance of this musical idea in the construction of the 

next movements of the quartet.  The MM appears slightly changed now, voided this time 

of the MC1.  The MC3K was also varied and compressed to a minimum consisting only 

three notes.   
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Ex. 10 

At the return of the TA1 Enescu used a compositional technique that basically 

reduces longer themes or musical ideas to their very essence, through a process of 

compression and selection of the most important sound material. This way of composing 

was already proven effective by the followers of the Second Viennese School, especially 

by Anton Webern.  However, in Enescu’s writing, the theme is not hidden somewhere in 

the texture using some ingenious Klangfarbenmelodie, but presented as a clear and 

recognizable figure in the line of the same instrument.  Although the start of the coda 

section didn’t represent another climatic point for Enescu, it still brings a release of 

tension through the only ff dynamic that occurs in the first movement.  A modulation to 

E-major through a dominant chord (V) releases this tension, which occurred on the first 

two counts of the measure at rehearsal 12.  I consider the appearance of the E-Major at 

the end of the first movement to be a significant harmonic gesture that has a double role: 

first, it prepares the transition to the second movement and second, it reassures us about 

the importance and preponderance of this tonal center along with the basic G-Major 

throughout the entire work.  At rehearsal 12, two dominant- seventh chords are inserted 
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(E, G-sharp, B, D-sharp/ C-sharp, E, G-natural, A-sharp) to create a special moment of 

uncertainty helped by the first violin, which holds the new tonic in suspension, without 

the initial release of tension through the fall of the P4th (MC3K) as at the end of the MM 

in the beginning.  In the last two measures Enescu again creates the self-induced dream-

like state of mind with the cello playing both the tonic and the dominant of G-major in 

pizzicato and finally settling on the tonic to play a long whole note.  
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2. The second movement: Andante Molto Sostenuto ed Expressivo 

 

The slow movement of the quartet is constructed basically on the thematic 

material borrowed from the first movement.  Formally, the slow movement is set in a free 

Sonata-Rondo form. The composer at every step employs thematic variation.  The first 

example is already observable in the first measure of the five-measure introduction, 

where the cello alone plays a variation of the MM.  The small modifications that 

intervene mainly in the rhythmic layout of MM confer a poetic calm to the new theme.  

Compared again to the initial the MM from the first movement, Enescu’s new MM 

reveals that some note values were augmented giving them prominence this time.  

 

Ex.11 

Harmonically, the entrance of the upper three instruments with an E-Major chord 

in m.3 creates an almost polytonal relation, but the clear chromatic movement from the 

G-natural of the cello to the G-sharp (III) of the first violin resolves any doubts about 
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such intentions.  When in m.4 the cello includes the G-sharp but keeps the D-natural in its 

line, a modulation to A-minor is created.  The proper modulation is achieved in the first 

violin line through the reiteration of the initial tetrachordal motive TM starting on an A-

natural this time and presented in its retrograde (ascending) form.        

 

Ex.12 

After the short introduction the cello presents the main theme of this movement 

played in pizzicato (TAII).  This theme is relatively short and is composed of two related 

motives that give birth to a simple descending melodic line with an exceptional 

expressive force. The first motive (M1/II) of the theme abounds with some characteristic 

augmented and diminished intervals that give this theme an oriental taste.  The pitches 

are part of “exotic” mode: A-minor harmonic with the raised fourth degree (D-sharp).  

On tone, four semitones and two poignant eastern-sounding A2nds make up the body of 

this mode.  A main feature of this mode is that the two A2nds, with their two leading 

notes respectively, facilitate the actual existence of two tonal centers: one with the final 

on “A” or the A-minor harmonic mode and the other with the final on “E” or E-major 
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harmonic mode, with the lowered second and sixth degrees.  The composer avoided using 

both tonics in the cello line of the TAII in order to preserve his orientation towards  

A-minor.  In the second motive of the TAII, Enescu again recycles a motivic cell found in 

the TA1 of the first movement, the TMC and ends both motives with a descending M7th, 

a gesture reminiscent of MC1 from the initial MM.  

Ex.13 

Ex.14a/b 

The TAII is subsequently replayed twice in varied forms by the cello and the first 

violin at rehearsal 13.  The transition to the second variant played by the cello is made by 

all three upper instruments and makes use of the initial connection motivic cell (CMC) 
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from the beginning of the Ph3 of TA1 of the previous movement.  In the example below 

the CMC from the 1st Movement is compared with the slightly varied CMC from the 

beginning of the 2nd movement.    

Ex.15 

 

In a more delicate nuance (bp) the cello plays for the second time a modified 

version of the TAII.  This time the layout of the motto motive (MM) as integral part of 

M1/II of the TAII is here a rigorous transposition to the m13th below, of a minor variant 

that occurred in the development section of the 1st Mvt. (m.3 before reh.8).   

 

Ex.16 
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The third consecutive presentation of the TAII is preceded by a modulation to b-

minor at rehearsal 13. The first violin then presents the TAII in “p” on the top of a 

smooth and non-articulated accompaniment in contrast with the austere previous lines of 

the cello.  Harmonically, the last variant of the TAII is sustained by B-Major seventh 

chord pedal (V7).     

 

Ex.17 

The seven-measure transition episode that follows (m.7 before rehearsal 14), 

works both as a bridge section towards the second theme of the sonata form and also 

functions as the first couplet in the rondo.  This section was built using fragments of 

MC3K and M2/II.  On the F-sharp pedal of the cello, the MC3K is brought back in the 

first violin line and produces an inflection into c-sharp minor.  The first violin and the 

viola engage in a short dialogue based on the M2/II and vertically create inflections 

towards much further tonalities: D-minor, C-minor, F-Major thus creating tonal clashes 

with the F-sharp pedal.   

At rehearsal 14 we signal the sudden appearance of the second theme TBII.  It is a 

short theme but it sticks out from the whole context because of its highly chromatic line 
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and because of its new and agitated mood in contrast to TAII.  The return and integration 

of the Motive with Intervals in Expansion (MIE) in the TBII is not a game of chance. 

Phenomenological thinking prompted Enescu to recycle and reuse this motive as a 

cyclical device, as another “red thread” that works towards the unification of the entire 

work.  Interesting relations are created here: there is a gradual expansion of the intervals 

beginning with the third note (D-sharp) at the rate of one semitone and the augmentation 

of note values from sixteenth note to quarter note as observed in the example below at the 

end of each motive of the second theme.   

 

Ex.18  

Although the cadential descending P4th, which is typical of the initial MC3K and 

appears at both ends of motives M1a/II and M2a/II, tries to institute inflexions into  

F-major and G-Major respectively, there is no tonal center established for the TBII 

overall. 
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The third measure after rehearsal 14, signals the starting point of the second 

refrain of the rondo form.  This time too, the theme TAII is presented three times with the 

first motive played by the cello and sustained harmonically by the other instruments 

creating a major chord with major seventh on the lowered second degree of the home 

tonality of E-major (F-natural, A, C-natural, E).  A powerful effect is produced in the 

same measure by the oscillation of the second degree in the cello part, producing a chord 

with a diminished octave: F-sharp, A-natural, E-natural and F-natural.  The tension 

produced by these harmonies is diminished by the softer dynamics and instead of the 

motive M2/II the first violin plays the CMC, reminiscence of the TA1 from the previous 

movement. Time  

 The first violin then precedes with the second presentation of a varied form of 

TAII, containing this time both motives and follows an isorhythmic sixteenth-note pattern 

(m.4 before reh.15).  Intriguing effects are created here by the displacement of the 

metrical accent, since initially the TAII was based on triplet motion. 

 

Ex.19 
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In the three measures before rehearsal 15 the cello line is placed deliberately 

above the viola and second violin creating a B-minor chord, in an attempt to highlight the 

presence of the initial TM. 

Finally, the third presentation of the TAII represents the natural continuation of 

the first version of this theme.  This time Enescu brings back only the second motive 

M2/II.  The theme takes the same varied form based on a more fragmented sixteenth-note 

figure.  

 During the short transition of the first violin to the second couplet, there is a brief 

inflection into G-sharp minor, which finally modulates to D-sharp minor.  Because of an 

abrupt change in mood that occurs in the middle, this couplet can be divided in two 

contrasting sections. The first section is laid in a nostalgic atmosphere and started by a 

dialog between the first violin and the cello with the viola playing a-sharp pedal, the 

dominant of the newly established d-sharp minor.   

As expected, the second couplet develops on the material of the second theme 

TBII.  The cello is the first to play the second motive of the TBII, presented in its original 

form but transposed an octave below (rehearsal 15).  The A-sharp viola pedal acquires 

special significance for the whole harmonic texture of the section by changing 

enharmonically and gaining different functional properties according to the fast paced 

tonal inflections in the first three measures after rehearsal 15.  From the dominant (V) of 

D-sharp it becomes the mediant (iii) of G-minor (m2. after rehearsal 15), then again 

mediant (III) in F-sharp Major and finally the seventh (7th) in the dominant of F-major 

(m.3 after rehearsal 15).  As mentioned above, the second section of this couplet is in 
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vivid contrast with the first.  It starts in a faster tempo “ pochissimo più animato” at the ¾ 

bar with a new “f appassionato” dynamic direction.  The intense chromatic lines facilitate 

a burst in intensity and reach a climax by the end of the couplet.  An organic connection 

is made between this climatic point and the culmination present in the cello line at the 

end of the first movement.  Enescu recycles the initial triplet motive and incorporates a 

variation of it first in the cello and then in the second violin line.  The viola takes over the 

characteristic climatic motive of the couplet at “ff appassionato” (rehearsal 16).   

Ex.20 

The transition to the third refrain is made by a considerable slowing down in the 

new nuance of “molto diminuendo” for the return of the TAII.  This moment is especially 

important structurally since it marks the end of the exposition section of the sonata form.  

In the refrain, which starts in the second measure after rehearsal 16, Enescu reduces the 

TAII to two variants of the second motive (M2/II).  The first is set in B-minor with an 

oscillating supertonic and dominant and the second is placed in F-minor with the raised 
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subdominant.  Although the notes are foreign to both tonalities and are considered merely 

passing tones, I believe it would be easier to label them in terms of actual degrees.   

This type of analytical approach seems to work better in this case considering that 

Enescu always strived to be loyal to tonal music. 

 

Ex.21 

At the concluding point of the exposition, all the instruments are grouped in a 

mono-rhythmic passage of five measures that settles for a moment in G-Major that is 

enriched with seventh and ninth chords foreign to the tonality.  

 The development section that starts at rehearsal 17 also coincides with the 

presentation of the third couplet.  As expected in the development, both themes TAII and 

TBII are subjects to transformation along with the return of short interventions of the 

BachMC.  

 There are three main sections that can be observed in the body of the 

development.  The first begins with both violins playing an intensely chromatic line in an 
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almost atonal harmonic context.  The first violin line incorporates the transposed 

BachMC in the line of a transformed TBII (m.4 after reh.17).  This variant of the TBII 

incorporates a new important motive.  This rhythmic motive, which I labeled Sixteenth-

Notes-sub-Motive (SNS-M) is composed of two paired sixteen-notes and often contains 

the BachMC in different orders and inversions.  Also, the SNS-M will reappear several 

times during the remaining two movements of the quartet.   

 

Ex.22 

The shorter second section of the development begins at rehearsal 18 with the 

newly emerging SNS-M in the cello line. The cello makes use of the SNS-M during five 

consecutive bars.  On an imaginary graphic of dynamics the intensity curve reaches 

higher levels than in the previous section, starting from mp to f and again back to mp.  

The line of the cello incorporates a new version of the transposed BachMC: f-natural, e-

flat, g-flat, e-natural or 4.2.3.1.  The harmonic foundation has this time too, an atonal 

taste, and is realized ingenuously by rearranging vertically and in pairs of the four 

component pitches of the same version of the BachMC.  Using this new compositional 
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method, Enescu gets extremely close, for a short moment, to Schoenberg’s serial 

technique.   

 The third section of the development starts in the fifth measure after rehearsal 18 

and is four measures long.  This section continues the progressive heightening of the 

dynamic level that takes the melodic line to a climatic moment. The cello again plays a 

transposed variant of the BachMC, introducing this section: D-natural, B-sharp, D-sharp, 

C-sharp or 4.2.3.1. (Please, note the enharmonic respelling of some of the pitches!) In the 

third measure the cello line incorporates reminiscences of a varied MC3K—first with the 

ascending P4th interval and then with the regular cadencial fall of P4th in a short 

inflection of B-flat minor.   

What follows immediately is a very concentrated refrain (only five measure long!) 

possibly inserted here by the composer in order to keep alive the rondo scheme. It starts 

with a sudden large crescendo that prepares a vigorous return of the M1/II of the 

principal theme TAII played by the cello in the Phrygian mode on “D”, with its 

characteristic lowered second degree. For a moment a vertical relation of bitonality is 

created between the dominant seventh chord of e-minor (b-minor) played by the upper 

instruments and the melodic line of the cello.  As observed from the beginning of this 

analysis, the transitional sections are of two types.  In order to make a better distinction 

between the two, I called the first category Transition. The transitions are longer 

passages, four to eight measure phrases, and usually make the connection between larger 

sections within different formal structures.  The second category called Bridge, which 

include the example mentioned above and are usually short, one to three measures, 
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serving a dual purpose.  First, they modulate and prepare harmonically the arrival of the 

next sections and secondly, they serve the purpose of preparing new tempos and 

character/mood changes in the smoothest and most organic way possible in order to avoid 

breaking the larger sections into small fragments and thus interrupting the continuous 

flow of the musical ideas.  The last measure of this refrain in the development is included 

in the second category above mentioned.  The one-measure bridge to the next couplet 

(fourth) of the Rondo, serves its purpose well here with its change of time signature that 

creates a natural slowing down and the “poco esitando” marking, giving enough time for 

the cello to reset from the previous pizzicato to arco. 

The last couplet that begins at rehearsal 19 is given, by far, the most important 

role in the whole development section.  Its inception is an almost perfect transposition to 

a P5th above of the material from the beginning of the previous second section of the 

development at rehearsal 18.  The importance of the BachMC is reinforced again in the 

cello line as the natural result of the extensive use in this movement of the SNS-M. A 

completely atonal harmony is created this time too, by the vertical use of the same pitches 

found in the BachMC.  The upper three instruments engage in playing parallel chords that 

contain major seconds in measured tremolo and which enhance the atonal element.  

The importance given by Enescu to the cyclic treatment of themes throughout the 

entire quartet and in particular to this couplet is further assured by the return of a 

retrograde variant of the TA2 containing the Bihar folk element in the first violin and 

viola parts.   
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Ex.23  

 

The culmination of the development section (measure 4 and 5 after reh.19) 

represents a significant moment for the entire movement.  Enescu approaches the climax 

using the following techniques:  homo-rhythmic figures in all parts, use of unison, highly 

intensified dynamics that reach ff, the interpolation of the BachMC in its original form 

(1.2.3.4.) in the line of the second violin, the use of “breath marks” between bars as 

powerful and dramatic temporal gestures, and finally the use of two dominant chords 

with major sevenths on the first beats of both measures, first on G-flat and then on  

F-natural, reminiscent of a Phrygian cadence.    

The four-measure transition to the recapitulation is dominated by two beautiful 

parlando-rubato phrases played by the first violin and based on short varied fragments of 

motives from both the TA/II and the TB/II.  Enescu applied a gradual and large 

rallentando to the whole passage, which has the role of preparing the return of the 
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recapitulation through means other than the gradual return of the home key as in the 

traditional sonata-rondo form.   

Ex.24 

Formally, the last refrain in the rondo form coincides with the beginning of the 

recapitulation and starts at rehearsal 20.  The apparent intention of the composer to 

modulate to A-sharp minor is immediately suppressed and the tonal orientation turns 

quickly towards B-minor through an augmented 6th chord (A6th): C-natural, D-sharp,  

F-sharp, and A-sharp.   

This last refrain is much more extensive than the third refrain of the exposition.  

The cello presents the principal theme TA/II, which is easily recognizable because of its 

isorhythmic sixteenth-note formulas in B-minor with the raised seventh and fourth 

degrees and in its characteristic atmosphere of piano vellutato. The upper three 

instruments sustain harmonically the theme with tonic chords in p sotto voce dolcissimo 

creating a transparent and delicate accompaniment.  After the return of the TAII the first 

violin line presents elements of the third refrain but this time adapted to a more virtuosic 
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writing.  In measure 4 after rehearsal 20, the same part contains a varied M2/II in a high 

register in sextuplets which are then transposed an octave lower on a quintuplet rhythmic 

formula.   

Enescu ends the recapitulation section with a moment of powerful esthetic 

conflict between the free and happy sounding TAII and a gradual descent into a form of 

lethargy or depression.  The softened intensity takes us down to ppp, a dynamic level in 

which the second violin and viola accompany for a while in tremolo and are joined at the 

end by the first violin playing pizzicato. The atmosphere of dismay is further amplified 

by the polytonal conflict between the new b-flat minor tonal inflection and the b-natural 

pedal sustained by the cello.   

 The coda begins at rehearsal 21 and gives a sudden change of atmosphere, a 

typical gesture found also in most of his other works.  In a recorded conversation in 1951 

with Bernard Gavoty, Enescu talked about a high optimism that characterized his entire 

life and output.  

The composer-favored endings are full of vitality, reconcilability and love for life 

and towards his fellow humans: 

“I live here in an atmosphere of beauty, which my beloved wife creates daily 
around me and with that love for my native country always present in my 
hearth.”36 

36 Bernard Gavoty, Les Souvenirs de Georges Enesco, (Paris: Flammarion, 1955), 54. 
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The melodic line of the coda is given in totality to the cello playing in a low 

register both the MM and the MC3K in a never-ending motivic transformation.  

Structurally, the coda can be divided into two phrases.  In the first phrase a varied MC3K 

is presented first by the cello and then by the viola in pizzicato. Harmonically, the MC3K 

with its characteristic fingerprint of a descending P4th (F-natural/C-natural) enters in 

tonal conflict with the half-diminished seventh chord played by the viola and the two 

violins (A-sharp, C-sharp, E, G). The integration in the basic tonality of E-Major is 

reached again in the cello line by the two consecutive apparitions of a varied MM with a 

missing MC2 from its structure (the 4th measure after rehearsal 21). 

 

Ex.25     
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3. The Third Movement: Allegro Non Troppo Mosso 

Enescu reworked the initial thematic material from the first movement of the 

string quartet is reworked into the third movement as well. The cello plays a short four-

measure introduction that emphasizes the new scherzo character of the movement.  The 

basic material is borrowed from the initial MC2 of the TA, from the very beginning of 

the work.  The MC2 appears only once in its original form of a descending seventh but 

transposed this time in C-Major, the basic tonality of the new movement.  The MC2 is 

immediately worked out in augmentation before the first statement of the TAIII of the 

1TG  (starting in the fifth measure).  In the last two measures it becomes a mere 

repetition of its low pitch in pizzicato.  The new theme is introduced by the first violin 

and is dance-like in character.  The TAIII theme is made of three non-symmetrical 

phrases and contains no less then five new motives. 

 

Ex.26a  
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Ex.26b 

Ex.26c 

The first motive (M1/III) is made of ascending m3rds.  Although it has a playful 

character, the whole atmosphere of the passage is mostly dark because of the minor 

seventh chords foreign to C-Major, that came into being through the oscillation of the I, 

III and IV degrees.  The M1/III is repeated identically and is followed by M2/III, a 

variation of the previous motive.  The M2/III is basically a sequence of the M1/III and 

produces vertically an inflection into b-flat minor.  The following motive, M3/III is also a 

variation of M1/III from the beginning of the phrase, but rearranged in 3/4 meter and 

annihilates the expected symmetry of the first phrase.  

The second phrase brings originality to the theme through its simple repetition of 

the new M4/III or Ternary Rhythmic Motive (TRM).  Its main characteristic is the ternary 

arrangement of its melody and the recurrence of descending thirds.  Also, the descending 
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triplets formula is a reminiscence of the TB theme from the first movement.  Enescu 

voided the TRM of expressive content by using a dominant-thirteen chord in F-Major (C, 

E, G, B-flat, D, F, A) creating again a bitonality against the A-Major tonal orientation of 

the melody.  

The third phrase is the most extensive and consists of five measures.  Through its 

double meter internal organization, Enescu aimed to reestablish the equilibrium of the 

whole TAIII.  Its first motive (M5/III) starts with the ascending semitone, which connects 

it inevitably to the second measure of the second phrase from the principal theme TA1 of 

the first movement.  In both cases the arrival note after the ascending half step is accented.  

The following two motives are variations of M5/III and came to existence through the 

sequencing of the initial motive of the phrase. The last phrase confirms again the earlier 

tendencies towards bitonality, by superimposing the G-minor melody of the M5/III over 

d-flat minor harmony, then d-minor over a series of chromatically descending diminished 

seventh chords.  Finally, the last motive of the phrase is composed of only the second half 

of M5/III played in f-sharp minor over parallel trichords in g-sharp minor.  Enescu 

conceived the TAIII in opposition to the TAII of the previous slow movement using 

asymmetrical structures and new choice of pitches, which help create a capricious 

melody.   

A transitional episode of seven measures follows that treats almost 

developmentally the first motivic cell of M1/III based on a simple dactylic rhythm and 

brings to attention again the famous BachMC.  The up-beat in the first violin part to the 
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last measure before rehearsal 23 and after the change of time-signature, contains two 

transposed variants of the BachMC in its original order: D, C-sharp, E, D-sharp and  

F-sharp, F-natural, G-sharp, G-natural.  The second violin follows the leader a M3rd 

below and for the very first time in the quartet presents the BachMC using both the 

original pitches and order: B (B-flat), A, C, H (B-natural).   

A total departure from the influence of the character of the second movement 

comes with the entrance of a second theme at rehearsal 23.  The new TA2III was thought 

by Enescu as a thematic transformation of the TB of the 2TG from the first movement.  

In the example below (Ex.27), the initial TB is recognizable in the structure of the newly 

created TA2III, although it has been adapted to a different meter.  The TA2III 

incorporates two phrases of each of the two new motives.  Ex.27 
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The rhythmic structure of the second phrase of TA2III is especially intriguing to 

us because it makes use of jazz like rhythms.  The presence of such theme in jazz style is 

an isolated moment in Enescu’s output.  Clearly the composer was familiar with the 

works of Debussy, Ravel and especially Stravinsky and came in contact with jazz music 

during his repeated visits to the United States as guest conductor of the New York 

Philharmonic and the Philadelphia Orchestra and lecturer at Princeton University.  

Enescu, in 1928, stated the following in an interview for the Romanian magazine 

“Rampa”:   

“I find the African-American music and especially jazz full of a certain vitality, a 
spontaneous invention and a representation of their own mentality. (…) I also see 
large horizons in their music that could help renovate our music.”37 

Starting two measures after rehearsal 24, the entire TA2III is repeated and 

transposed a half step lower.  Its first phrase is treated tonally in E-flat Major.  A 

polytonal passage is created in the second phrase by the superimposition of three modal 

layers: B-minor in the first violin, E-minor in the second violin and B-flat minor in the 

lines of the two lower strings.   

The first couplet of this sonata-rondo form coincides with the apparition of the 

secondary theme TBIII.  This is a short, concentrated theme that incorporates two new 

motives within a single phrase played by the first violin.  The TBIII is preceded by a 

short rhythmic formula based on the BachMC in the cello line and which serves as 

introduction to the new theme (rehearsal 25).  This time Enescu is recycling the noted 

 
37 Dorian Varga, “Cvartetul de coarde Op.22 no.2 de Geroge Enescu, virf al creatiei  

 camerale romanesti si universale” In Centenarul George Enescu 1881-1981,
edited by Speranta Radulescu,  (Bucuresti: Editura Musicala, 1981), 303. 
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Bihar folk element from the initial TA2 of the first movement by transposing it a M2nd 

lower.  The obvious connection between the new TBIII and TB of the first movement is 

further assured by using the same expression mark: flebile. As shown by Enescu in the 

other movements of the work, his tendencies are to fulfill at a certain level the 

requirements of the classical forms.  Therefore, the TBIII has a lyrical character and is 

opposed to the playful “scherzando” of TA2III.  In spite of its reduced dimensions, the 

TBIII makes the connection between the first and the last movements of the quartet and 

takes an increasingly important role in the fourth movement. 

 

Ex.28 

Through the transition to the second refrain of the sonata-rondo form, the 

scherzando atmosphere is achieved again and the instruments extemporize on almost all 

elements borrowed from both the TA2III and TBIII. 
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The second refrain debuts at rehearsal 26 in a contrasting mood given by the 

sudden shift of dynamic level from “f” to “p”.  Theme TAIII returns with small changes 

applied only to its second and third phrases, which were transposed a m2nd respectively 

another M2nd lower. The transition episode to the next theme is considerably shortened 

and the TA2III is retaken at rehearsal 28.  The TA2III continues the series of 

transpositions this time a m3rd lower than its initial form in the first refrain.  Theme 

TA2III is not repeated twice as in the beginning but the composer takes us abruptly to the 

second couplet at rehearsal 29, where the return of the TBIII is taken up successively by 

the second violin, viola, first violin and cello.   

The second couplet also coincides with the beginning of a developmental section.  

All themes previously presented are subjected to the most diverse transformation.  The 

motives and fragments of these themes are transformed at rhythmical and melodical 

levels and are also sustained harmonically by a palette of tonal orientations.  An 

increased chromaticism and tonal instability characterizes the whole development.  

Sudden inflections from C-sharp minor to remote keys such as A-flat Major are also 

present themselves.  The wild collation of either unrelated original motivic material or 

transformed motives creates new melodic lines of ingenious rhythmic and melodic 

structure.  The second couplet ends with an inventive counterpoint: the first violin line 

contains versions of the initial TMC found in the first movement in C-Major and E-Major; 

the second violin plays an augmented version of the first motive from the TB from the 

same movement, the viola has rows of sequences of the SNS-M including the BachMC 
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and the cello sustains the whole structure with a variant in augmentation of the Bihar folk 

element.   

Ex.29 
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The third or last refrain (rehearsal 31) is presented in a modified form in 

comparison to the previous ones.  From the 1TG of the third movement Enescu opts to 

bring back, for now, only a substantially varied TAIII: an ascending P4th replaces the 

characteristic interval of m3rd in the M1/III.  The cello sustains a pedal on the dominant 

of E-flat Major/minor creating thus a new tonal inflection.  Also in the process of 

thematic variation, the composer changes the orders of the constituent motives: for 

example M4/III is placed before M3/III this time.   

Four measures before rehearsal 32 a short transition formally takes the musical 

discourse to the last couplet.  There is a striking resemblance in the treatment of the 

melodic line between this transition section and a much earlier section with the same 

function that begins two measures before rehearsal 8 in first movement.  In both sections 

we find the presence of the first motive from the TB and identical rhythmic formulas.  In 

this transition the highly chromatic lines associated with a gradual growth in intensity (up 

to forte on the third beat in the measure prior to rehearsal 32).  This is a recurrent 

dynamical gesture in Enescu’s music and is associated with the preparation of important 

arrivals or climatic moments.        

The third and last couplet begins at rehearsal 32 in a subdued pp, a sudden effect 

of color found more often in the case of the previous refrain sections.  The most 

significant feature of this couplet is the absence of the TBIII.  The composer plays with 

our expectation and reserves the return of this particular theme for a later more important 

structural moment.  Instead, the first violin is set to hover in a high register playing 

rhythmic figurations based on the SNS-M and incorporating a transposed variant of the 
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BachMC in its most frequent form: 4.1.3.2.  At this point in the musical discourse Enescu 

decides to remind us about his original tonal intentions and has the cello playing a three-

measure long “G” pedal, the basic tonal center of the entire work. At harmonic level and 

in an almost immediately regressive gesture, Enescu blurred the G-Major apparent 

dominance by making use of more mobile degrees.  At rehearsal 23 the oscillating II, III 

(iii), VI and VII degrees follow the heightened IV degree in the second violin part and 

create a pseudo-G-minor mode.  The following measure is set in a clearer G-Major with 

oscillating III, V and VI degrees and ending with an unorthodox cadence on the II degree.  

The third measure incorporates both a mobile IV and the lowered II degree of “G”and 

finally the reappearance of the characteristic D8th interval, as used in the first movement.  

After this short introduction, Enescu proceeds to bring back a long and important series 

of musical quotations of themes from the previous movements.  

 While Wagner’s music along with that of Beethoven and Brahms were Enescu’s 

most important inspiration points earlier in Vienna, soon Cesar Franck’s obsessive cyclic 

elements found their way into Enescu’s musical thinking, especially during his studies in 

Paris.  In measure 4 after rehearsal 32 the first violin contains a shorter and transposed g-

minor version of the TAII from the previous slow movement.  It is important to note here 

the appearance of a slightly shorter version of the initial MM from the first movement.  

This time the MM is played by the viola and cello in unison and contains the 

characteristic MC3K descending P4th interval. After a group of four sixteenth notes 

played by the first violin in spiccato, the following two measures are an almost note-for-

note repetition of an earlier fragment found in the fourth and fifth measure after rehearsal 
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16 in the Andante. Aside from small rhythmical changes, this new fragment is a 

transposition a half step higher of the original one and is set in f-sharp minor.  Another 

significant moment in the third couplet is the inclusion of a varied version of the M2/II 

from the Andante cast this time within a ternary pattern.  A new harmonic language 

precedes the return of TBIII, which was the theme omitted at the beginning of the couplet.  

At rehearsal 33 again a D8th chord is formed: F-sharp, B-flat, D, F-natural. The inclusion 

of G-natural in the viola line changes its function immediately and is followed by an 

eleventh chord on the II degree in F-Major.   

Theme TBIII is brought back but contains only its second motive M1b/III.  The 

episode that follows after rehearsal 34 is developmental and based mainly on motivic 

fragments from the principal themes TAIII, TA2III combined with the second motive of 

TBIII.  

The coda of the third movement starts at rehearsal 35 with intriguing color effects.  

The first violin imitates the sound of a rugged bagpipe and is sustained by the long pedals 

in the lower instruments.  In the 4th measure after rehearsal 35 the leading role is 

entrusted to the cello by incorporating in its line a reminiscence of M1/b of TBIII in a 

rhythmically augmented form and played with natural harmonics.  For the connoisseur of 

local folk instruments, the sound effect of the harmonics successfully imitates an archaic 

European instrument called Bucium38.

38 The Bucium is a simple, seven or eight feet long wooden wind-instrument without a mouth-
piece that produces a warm and basic sound resembling a series of harmonics.  It is believed that in 
prehistoric times it was used as a rudimentary method of communication between the Trachian tribes from 
the North of the Danube River.  Beside Romania, slightly modified instruments that resemble the Bucium 
can be found in the Swiss Alps.    
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The transition from the third movement to the fourth one was obviously a concern 

for Enescu.  It seems that the composer would have preferred an eventual uninterrupted 

transition between the movements.  Although this idea is only simple supposition, it is 

indeed obvious, of the type of organic connection one can find between the coda of the 

previous movement and the principal theme TAIV, specifically through the intensive use 

of a new motive: the Ascendant Diatonic Sub-Motive (ADS-M).  Nevertheless, Enescu 

considered the ADS-M highly important for the construction of the TAIV since it built it 

directly on the first tetrachord of the Lydian mode on G-Major. 

 

Ex.30  

The ADS-M represents Enescu’s most powerful statement that links his music to 

the authentic Romanian folklore because of the widespread use of the Lydian Mode on 

“C” and “G”used in different regions of Romania, including the famous Bihar County.   
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4.  The Fourth Movement: Con Moto Molto Moderato, Energico 

The last movement of Enescu’s second string quartet begins with only one 

measure of introduction after which the composer eagerly lays out TAIV, the first theme 

of this sonata form movement.  The theme has a fresh and playful character and consists 

of nine measures organized in three phrases.  The phrases are not symmetrical and 

contain different numbers of measures.  The first phrase (Ph1) contains four measures; 

Ph2 is made up of three measures and Ph3 has only two measures.  There are two 

important motives that run through each phrase, although as we shall see soon, only Ph1 

of TAIV will reappear in all of the section of the sonata form.  An interesting feature of 

TAIV is that its structure was conceived almost as a small sonata form within its short 

boundaries.  Ph1 seams to be the exposition, the following phrase (Ph2) works as a short 

development and finally Ph3 taking the place more of a conclusion then a real 

recapitulation.  

The vivid imagination and deep architectural understanding reveal again that the 

composer was continually preoccupied with microscopic elements in his work.   

Enescu’s painstaking planning and observing in detail the evolution of literally each of 

his notes and rhythmic components, as shown in his sketches and drafts, had as a result 

the effective conveying of his most intimate musical thoughts with the performers and 

audience alike.    
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The whole TAIV theme is an example of the liberation from the tyranny of the 

meter and metrical accents.  Enescu’s music evades any sense of meter and his rhythms 

are freely constructed over the measure bars.  A powerful inner peace of improvisatory 

character pervades throughout giving the theme an obvious folk character.  As in many 

other instances, Enescu was not interested in merely reproducing an original folk melody 

in his music, like most representatives of national schools did before him during the 

nineteenth century Europe, but in using them as references in the creation of new original 

musical ideas.  The only exception to these compositional believes is found in three of his 

earlier works: the Romanian Poem Op.1 and the two Rhapsodies Op.11.  Rather, his deep 

knowledge and understanding of the Romanian folklore enabled him to create his own 

“folk melodies” of authentic Romanian character. 39 (see Ex. 31 in continuation). 

 
39 Dorian Varga, “Cvartetul de coarde Op.22 no.2 de Geroge Enescu, virf al creatiei camerale 

romanesti si universale” In Centenarul George Enescu 1881-1981, edited by Speranta Radulescu,  
(Bucuresti: Editura Musicala, 1981), 313. 
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Ex. 31 

Although the TAIV is a newly cast theme, it contains a few elements from the 

previous principal theme TA1, interwoven in to the texture. Two important motivic cells, 

MC2 and TMC found initially in TA1 reconnect the first movement of the quartet to the 

last.  Another important feature of the TAIV is that the entire six component motives 

seem to evolve and grow out of each other.  Every second motive of each phrase works 

almost as a consequential response to the first or as a variation of the previous motive, 

except the M1 of Ph3, which takes the role of conclusion.  Enescu was well aware of the 

significant role played by repetition in folk music: the Romanian folk dances are based 

mainly on reoccurring rhythmical and melodic patterns.  The poignant folk character of 

this theme is determined first by this very feature.  
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In theme TAIV the composers takes the middle, reconciliation path: the motives 

are significantly interrelated but slightly varied to avoid dull repetition.   

In the first phrase of the TAIV, both motives start with the ADS-M played at 

unison and continue with a syncopated rhythm highlighted by the dialog between the two 

upper and the lower strings group.  The second motive is a free sequence of the first and 

transposed a M2nd lower.  Both motives end with a variation of TMC/TA1.  The second 

phrase keeps the playful character of Ph1 although the ADS-M retained only its rhythmic 

skeleton and was no longer built on the Lydian Mode.  Both motives of Ph2 are freely 

varied forms of the initial motive (M1/Ph1) and contain the returning MC2 of the TA1 

from the first movement.  The returning MC2 keeps its rhythmic identity intact and to 

some extent the shape of the melodic contour, although here the new forms of the MC2 

do not contain the original pitch organization. On harmonic level, the home key of G-

major does not linger for long (between m.5 and m.6) and is replaced soon by inflections 

to B-minor and B-flat minor (considering F-sharp = G-flat).   

Ph3 debuts with a descending variant of the ADS-M sequenced with inflections 

into E-minor and A-minor. Its second motive shares some common melodic shapes with 

the second motive of the TBIII of the Allegretto movement and appears that it will 

cadence in F-sharp Major.  At the end of the phrase, all instruments play powerful 

sforzandi at unison and the harmony reinforces the new tonal center of B-minor.  

Following the initial presentation of the TAIV, Enescu opted for the insertion of 

an interlude section that presents short reminiscences of earlier presented motives or 

motivic fragments.   
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First, the composer brings back a version of the MIE that appeared isolated earlier 

in the development section of the first movement (m.4 after rehearsal 7) and became later 

an important part in shaping the melody of the second theme TBII from the Andante 

movement. 

 

Ex.32 

The interlude section presents two main characteristics: first, the homogenous 

rhythmic unity of all four lines and second, very fast harmonic changes. Often, the 

vertical heterophonic combination of the four voices results in dense textures and 

polymodal harmonies: in m.2 after rehearsal 36 the cello line in a-minor is superimposed 

with a c-minor of the viola, next with a D-minor harmonic of the second violin, and 

finally with A-minor Doric of the first violin line.  After resting briefly in A-sharp minor 

(one measure before rehearsal 37) a homo-rhytmic passage of strongly articulated chords 

follows (rehearsal 37) with new modulatory chromatic movement inflections in C-minor, 
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C-sharp minor, D-minor and a new cadential point on the tonic chords of F-sharp minor 

accented by rough down-bow sforzandi for all instruments.   

Two important results of cyclic thinking were attained in both the second measure 

after rehearsal 36 with the return of a varied version of the TRM from Ph2 of the TAIII 

and in the third and fifth measure after rehearsal 37 with the return of a varied SNS-M 

(first introduced in the TBII).  At the end of the interlude, the first violin presents in two 

different forms varied versions based on the ascending SNS-M.  A ninth chord on the 

dominant of B-flat major creates the first form but the melodic line is suddenly 

interrupted again with a cadence in repeated f-sharps in sforzandi.  In its second form the 

SNS-M is taken from b-flat minor to D Major and then through another ninth chord (C, E, 

G, D-flat) that prepares the second entrance of the TAIV.  The immediate return of the 

TAIV can be viewed as a gesture to impose formally a slightly irregular sonata form with 

double exposition.  The principal theme then returns with significant structural changes, 

in an almost opposite mood.  Played softly, TAIV creates a nice contrast considering the 

massive sonority used since the beginning of the movement.  The first phrase lacks the 

ADS-N and starts in G-Major with its gracious line played in parallel by the violin and 

viola.  The second motive of Ph1 starts with ADS-N in F-major and is continued by 

combinations of fragments of the SNS-M that eventually cadence in D-major.  The last 

two phrases of the TAIV are eliminated altogether.  The transition to the second theme is 

achieved during these four measures and is started by a dialogue between the first violin 

and the cello constructed of imitations based both on the ADS-N and the SNS-M.                                                                                                                             
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At first look, the restatement of the TAIV would represent the appearance of the 

secondary area in a monothematic sonata form.  This of course is not true since Enescu 

carefully prepared the arrival of an imposing second theme at rehearsal 39.    

 As we shall see, the secondary area represented by the TBIV is probably the most 

controversial section in the entire piece.  It is of huge dimension, being surpassed in 

number of bars only by the TA, and surprisingly, it contains advanced dodecaphonic 

pitch organization and powerful atonal relations in the melodic line, a compositional 

technique Enescu disliked and openly refuted.40 Was Enescu playing a little joke with 

himself or was he actually bitterly mocking the achievements of the Second Viennese 

School?  Perhaps we will never know the true answer although one thing we can be sure 

of: nothing occurred by chance in the music of this meticulous composer.   

The entire TBIV (rehearsal 39) is designed as a huge viola solo with the other 

three instruments playing only a light accompaniment.  Also, the thematic material used 

in the construction of the four phrases comes from previous themes and motives: the first 

phrase (Ph1/TBIV) contains two motives, which are both constructed on the MIE with a 

gradual expansion of the intervals from m2nd to m9th.  Another characteristic is the 

rhythmic augmentation worked into the rhythmic contour of Ph1 that starts with sixteenth 

notes and ends with doted-half note values.  The serial technique used here is evident.  

Eleven notes of the total twelve of the chromatic scale are used in a series-like order: 

none of the pitches are repeated before the consummation of the whole series.  Enescu 

again integrated a primordial element of the Romanian folk music: the A-natural in the 

 
40 Noel Malcolm, George Enescu. His Life and Music (London: Toccata Press, 1990), 260. 
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accompaniment line played by the two violins at unison for a measure and then only by 

the second violin, representing the IV degree in the Lydian Mode on E-flat.   

 

Ex.33     

In the TBIV Enescu is returning to the use of the BachMC: the first motive of Ph1 

contains the famous motivic cell with the original notes in the following order: 4.1.3.2 as 

part of the MIE.  In the second motive of Ph1, the first violin plays a counterpoint line 

that includes the ADS-M within E-flat major and contains a mobile IV degree.  Also, in 

Ph1 we note the extensive use of binary rhythmic sub-divisions.  The second phrase is 

opposed to Ph1 first through its character.  The new phrase gives the impression of an 

arduous and stressed search for a certain goal.  The irregular metrical sub-divisions and 
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its tonal instability enhance this overall feeling.  The first motive of Ph2 contains the use 

of the variants of two important motivic cells, used in the very beginning of the work: 

MC2 and TMC.  The second motive of Ph2 presents a total binary rhythmic organization 

and an inflection towards c-sharp minor.  In the third and last motive of Ph2 we witness 

the return of the Bihar Sub-Motive (BS-M).  This is an important moment for the 

composer, since BS-M is, as pointed out earlier in this chapter, is the only link to 

authentic Romanian folk music.  Because of the presence of the BS-M, the interval of 

A4th dominates the end of Ph2.  The second violin accompanies the whole phrase of the 

viola with a sinuous new melody that results vertically in heterophony.  The third phrase 

(Ph3) begins with the MIE and a transposed version of the BachMC, in the same order as 

before: 4.1.3.2. or E-flat, D-natural, E-natural, C-sharp.  It is the cello, this time, which 

creates heterophony against the viola line, by playing a measure of a dream-like melody 

in tremolo. The second motive of Ph3 debuts also with the initial BachMC that appeared 

first at the beginning of TBIV but is transposed to the lower octave and adapted to a new 

rhythmic formula.  In Ph3, the initial goal seems to be reached for a moment by a local 

resolution through an ascending pentatonic scale that ends on the highest note of Ph3: C2.  

Heterophony is replaced here by some harmonic elements including the characteristic 

chord with diminished octave: D-natural, D-flat, C-natural.  The third motive concludes 

Ph3 with a deceptive-modal cadence on the VI degree (C-Natural) in the Dorian mode on 

E-Flat (m.2 after rehearsal 40). 

Finally, in the fourth phrase the ultimate climatic point of the entire secondary 

theme is reached.  The beginning of Ph4 contains probably the most momentous event of 
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the entire theme.  It is the return of the initial Motto Motive (MM) in its most expressive 

form as found in the first motive (M1) of the principal theme from the second movement 

of the quartet, TAII.  The second motive of Ph4 is a varied sequence of the first followed 

by a growth in intensity and the return of the CMC from the first movement.  The viola 

plays the CMC in a high register in ff, doubled by the cello in unison.  Harmonically, 

chords in ample sonorities sustain the new tonal orientation of d-minor, enriched by the 

added foreign notes in the cello line.  The climax (two measures before rehearsal 41) is a 

highly dramatic moment characterized by extreme intensity and power.  The upper three 

instruments play long sustained notes attacked fiercely with sforzandi and built on the 

moving cello line, which plays a short variant of the SNS-M.  Bitonality adds to the tragic 

moment by superimposing the C-Major cello line with an oscillating the IV degree, 

together with the b-minor inflection from above.  The intrinsic relaxing elements of the 

resolution that follows the climax are found in the sudden shift at the dynamic level: pf, p 

and mp.

The great intensity and powerful expressive content that characterize the TBIV 

represent a perfect example of Enescu’s late style: highly-chromatic constructions within 

tonal and atonal systems, pre and partial serialism, modal melodies and the use of archaic 

pentatonic scales and permanent variation of themes in large cyclic forms.   

 In the measure preceding rehearsal 41, the viola plays a short, one measure 

bridge to the development, based in part on the MM.  The development section consists 

of two phrases in more reduced dimensions and is constructed of both themes TAIV and 

TBIV.  The return of the TAIV is based on its partially varied form of the second 



101

exposition (rehearsal 38): both motives of Ph1 are transposed a M2nd higher, played in 

the initial Tempo I and pp. Enescu omitted the ADS-M from both motives of the theme 

in order to use them later in the transition towards the TBIV.  Rich harmonies are created 

by the constant oscillation of the II and VI degrees that result in the appearance of 

another chord with a diminished octave in the third measure after rehearsal 41: D-sharp, 

G-natural, B-natural and D-natural.  The transition episode begins with the ADS-M 

played once more as in the second exposition, by the first violin and transposed a M2nd 

higher into E-major.  This section was built on free sequential imitations of both the 

ADS-M and the SNS-M and contains tonal inflections first in B-flat minor, then G-minor 

and D-minor.  At rehearsal 42, Enescu includes a three-measure connecting bridge 

towards the return of the TBIV, making use of the ADS-M and with the cello sustaining 

the SNS-M. 

The second phrase of the development section starts in the second measure after 

rehearsal 42.  As expected, the TBIV doesn’t return in its regular form, either: the viola 

line contains only the last phrase (Ph4) of the theme.  Because of its heterophonic nature, 

an interesting chain of diminished eight chords is created between the parallel lines of the 

first violin and the cello.  The transition to the recapitulation is prepared by a large 

crescendo with the first violin and cello playing fragments of the SNS-M.   

 The recapitulation starts at rehearsal 43 with a very subdued p subito, a dynamic 

effect frequently exploited during the whole piece.  Enescu prepares a big surprise for the 

last return of the TAIV.  Under the indication “scherzando”, the TAIV is thematically 

transformed into a playful jazz-like melody, which resembles the TA2III from the 
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previous movement.  The first violin plays the melody of the transformed TAIV in 

accented quarter- notes, each preceded by grace notes, accompanied with a chromatic 

counterpoint line by the viola and in pizzicato by the cello.  With a stern and traditional 

musical consciousness, Enescu acted within the classic boundaries of the sonata form: 

although undertaking serious thematic transformation, which lacks of the original ADS-

M and keeps its reminiscent Lydian raised IV degree.  At this point, the first motive of 

TAIV returns, this time, as the basic tonal center of G-Major.   

Ex.34     

 

A three-measure bridge follows the principal theme and is constructed from 

figures based on the descending form of the ADS-M and is played in parallel by the first 

violin doubled in unison by the viola.  The descending chromatic lines create modulatory 

inflections that touch G-minor, F-sharp minor, E-minor and C-sharp minor respectively. 

The other instruments have a contrary melodic motion but maintain the rhythmic unity of 

this episode.  On dynamic level the whole passage is played in f and during the last  

A-minor / A-flat Major modulation, reaches ff.
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A deeply transformed TBIV returns at rehearsal 44, and is played at the unison by 

the first violin, second violin and the cello.  The dramatic character of the theme is 

brought back and enhanced with glissandi and with a rhythmical unrest in the viola line.  

The structural transformation of the TBIV is due to the elimination of entire motives from 

the original form:  compared to the first initial phrase of the exposition, the TAIV lost its 

whole first motive based on MIE; from Ph2 it lost the end of the first motive, the whole 

second motive and part of its third motive containing the BS-M.  Furthermore, although 

Ph3 actually starts with the first notes of its original form including the BachMC, at the 

second motive the violins play only four original notes, transposed a P5th lower.  The 

third motive of Ph3 is transformed only rhythmically.   

Enescu gives the last phrase of the TBIV the most remarkable role on the level of 

structural planning for the entire quartet.  Like a Trojan horse, the insertion of the Motto 

Motive (rehearsal 45) from the first movement of the work into the TBIV, represents a 

highly anticipated and crucial moment for the composer and his work.  Enescu decides to 

bring back the reprise of the entire principal theme of the work, the TA, which was 

purposely left incomplete in the recapitulation section of the first movement, rounding up 

the movement and the entire piece in a double function structure.   

Although theme TA returns consummated by serious transformations it is still 

recognizable.  All five initial phrases of the two component periods of the TA are brought 

back.  The MM has the same lyrical character like the incipit of the TAII from the 

Andante and is based on the initial G-minor Harmonic mode.  In the second measure after 

rehearsal 45, the MC3K is preceded by a crescendo and is followed by a piano subito 
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under its main fingerprint: the descending P4th.  The sobriety of the binary rhythms used 

in the original version of the TA, is replaced by capricious ternary rhythms.  The melodic 

line is permanently embellished with new melodic elements based either on the ADS-M 

or the SNS-M.  On a tonal level, the TA reinstates shortly the basic tonal center of G-

Major before losing grip again through its raised II and IV degrees and then through the 

lowered II and VI.   The continued oscillation of almost every degree of the scale resulted 

similarly as in the case of the TBIV, in the use of eleven pitches from the total twelve of 

the chromatic scale within a single measure (m.3 after rehearsal 45).  After the return of 

the third phrase of the second period of the TA, instead of the anticipated coda, Enescu 

decided to continue on with another developmental section.  This section starts one and a 

half measures after rehearsal 48 with a fresher tempo “con anima” in ff’.  The section 

debuts with the first phrase of theme TAIV in G-Major followed by a slightly modified 

theme TAIII from the previous movement played p subito in C-Major (rehearsal 49).  

The first fff of the entire piece is the result of a state of extreme tension accumulated 

between rehearsal 49 and 50 and reached in unison on a unique rhythmic pattern that 

includes turbulent syncopations and another sudden fall to p before recharging towards ff.

Such powerful expressionistic moments are typical in Enescu’s last compositional period 

and are found in other late works: Oedip, Vox Maris and the Chamber Symphony.

A final quotation from the previous first phrase of the coda from the second 

movement (rehearsal 21) is brought back in the cello line two measures before rehearsal 

51.  The quotation assumes the role of a bridge to the coda. Enescu conceived this 

concluding section as the ultimate apotheosis of the most important thematic elements 
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presented not only in the last movement but throughout the entire work: the Motto Motive 

with the emphasis on MC3K, the ADS-M and finally the BS-M.  Starting backwards with 

the MC3K, the MM (“a tempo con anima”) returns twice and is played in unison by all 

instruments.  Against the oscillating III and V degrees, the MM returns in the basic  

G-major.  

The second element, the Ascendant Diatonic Sub-Motive returns again between 

m.4 and m.5 after rehearsal 51, in a varied form that includes skips of thirds and fourths 

within its line.  At rehearsal 52 Enescu proceeds to an unprecedented glorification of 

ADS-M, which he places as a sculpture at the very end of a high pedestal: he starts 

building from a low point using ascending mixed diatonic parallel lines in fourths with a 

constant crescendo until all voices finally join in playing the ADS-M in unison.  This 

represents a rare acoustically effective moment, through which the composer enables our 

musical memory to filter and retain the ADS-M for long after only a single hearing of the 

passage.            

The third and final element, the Bihar Sub-Motive, reappears two measures before 

rehearsal 53 and is played again by all the instruments in unison.  In the following 

measure, the first violin and the viola play a fast ascending Lydian scale on “D-flat” 

culminating with a Phrygian cadence on C-Major.  The BS-M is brought back for the last 

time in the measure preceding rehearsal 54 in its genuine version, in a spectacular fff and 

in a much slower tempo.  The last seven bar phrase of the movement work more like an 

extension of the last statement of the BS-M, maintaining the high level of dynamics and 

ending with a convincing G-Major chord with the third omitted.   
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This seems to be Enescu’s musical testament about what the folk music 

represented to him throughout his entire life.  Just like a good teacher who feels the need 

of reinforcing at the end of his lesson the concepts presented to the students during the 

class in a simpler, more concise manner, Enescu also tried to achieve this through 

gestures of repetition with the hope that people will understand and remember his music 

in the years to come.       
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C. Conclusions to the Analysis and Thoughts on Performance Practice 

 

The sonata form from which the first movement was cast presents some particular 

aspects, including bringing back a real reprise of the theme TA only in the recapitulation 

of the last movement.  This was not an arbitrary decision but rather an organic evolution 

of the principal theme, and resulted in a short and very concentrated recapitulation in the 

first movement.  The reprise is also shortened by the lack of return of the secondary 

theme TB, which never reappeared in its proper form because of its several repetitions 

during the exposition.   

The second movement, Andante, is probably the most inspired and most valued of 

the entire piece.  The originality and profound seriousness of the ideas presented in this 

movement enhanced with expressive terms like sognando, lontano, sospirando, and 

lamentos give us a taste of Enescu’s romantic soul hidden for a moment under the mask 

of mechanical intellectualism.  His deep emotions surface little by little, during the four 

movements of the piece.  The state of unrest expressed by “angoscioso” and the 

explosions of anguish of the composer in the second movement inevitably put the piece 

in the context of the financial struggles with his deteriorating health last years of his life.  

As I have shown, each of the four movements of the quartet works within well-defined 

formal organizations, creating overall a composition based on a multi-thematic sonata 

form, of which the first movement works as the exposition, the second and third 
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movements as development and finally, the last movement as recapitulation ending with 

a coda of extended proportions.  

From the very beginning of the work there is a common compositional trait that 

links this piece stylistically to the rest of his whole creation: the unity of its thematic 

material.  In Enescu’s entire output, the thematic principle is based on a fabric of melodic 

lines that cross and connect the entire architectonics of the musical composition.  This 

thematic principle is always expressed by the initial idea of intervals that make up the 

first few bars.  Neither anticipation nor introduction can be found.  Enescu chose to 

affirm directly the basis thematic and motivic cells from the very beginning.  Every 

theme worked out in this manner presents tremendous potentialities.   

The threads that connect the themes in all four movements can be easily 

understood using an analogy to the human circulatory system: the first thematic group, 

themes TA and TA2, of the first movement would represent the heart of the human body.  

Within theme TA, the Motto Motive represents the main connecting vein to the other 

organs of the body, the other three movements of the piece.  The Motto Motive is present 

in all the main themes of the quartet: as principal motive in the TAII, an important 

component of Ph2 in theme TAIII and becomes the leading motive in Ph4 of theme TBIV 

in the last movement.  On the other hand, the TA2 collaborates to the main thematic 

material with its Bihar Sub-Motive (BS-M), which was included in both the secondary 

group themes TBIII and TBIV.  Furthermore, on sub-motivic levels, all components of 

TA: MC2, MC3k, CM, TM, BachMC and especially TMC, are active part in the molding 

of each theme of the piece.   
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Some motives, more then others, became principal “personages” in the 

dramaturgy of the work:  the Motto Motive, the Bihar Sub-Motive and the Ascending 

Diatonic Sub-Motive.  

 Studying in Vienna under the influences of the music of Beethoven and Brahms, 

Enescu needed a longer period of time to liberate himself totally from the influences of 

the two titans, although not even the Paris years were not able to alter his German 

spiritual formation.  He was neither a typical composer nor adept of over-night changes 

of style for the sake of complying with the musical tendencies of his times.  The real 

change in his compositional style was attained by a personal synthesis between European 

intellectual music and the essentials of Romanian folk music.  Once he found his path and 

his own personality, Enescu was able to persuade through his music and create very 

original works. 

In his Second String Quartet, Enescu followed with ostentation and by instinct the 

rules of the classical compositional techniques borrowed from Beethoven and Brahms, 

especially on the level of formal organization and the use of thematic material in the 

developments and his extensive coda sections.  The result was ultimately successful 

adaptation of these traditional traits to the newer contemporary musical fashions. The 

extensive use of characteristic modal intonations from his native country brought Enescu 

closer to the ideals of his friend and admirer Bartók, although because their strong 

personalities and opposed manners of composing, it is easier for the critical eye to 

perceive their differences than their commonalities. 
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The Second Quartet marks a new stage in Enescu’s development as a composer.  

On the melodic level, the quantity of modal integrations used, show that his thinking was 

shifting towards different tendencies than in the earlier works. In this quartet, Enescu 

reached a new level of modal preponderance, reducing considerably the importance of 

pure tonal sections.  Virtually all modes found in the Romanian folk music are present in 

Op.22, No.2, both in the principal melodic lines, within some counterpoint-dominated 

fragments and in the treatment of some cadences. The Aeolian, Dorian, Phrygian and 

especially the Lydian mode appear at key moments of the musical discourse (the coda of 

the third movement and theme TAIV).  In addition, these modes undergo substantial 

changes in the composition through Enescu’s continued search for more exotic and 

oriental sonorities.  The final result of frequent degree oscillations was the apparition of 

mobile degrees within the so-called Chromatic Popular Modes, widely dispersed in 

Central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans:41 the Major Double Harmonic Mode with 

the lowered II and VI degrees, and the Minor Double Harmonic Mode, with both IV and 

VII heightened degrees.  The degree oscillation appeared in Enescu’s music much earlier, 

but their number and significance was limited because of the powerful German influence 

in his works.  The earliest example of Enescu’s use of oscillating degrees borrowed from 

a folk mode was in the English horn solo from his Second Rhapsody Op. 11, No.2 (1901). 

 
41 The origins and the ways these Oriental modes established themselves in the region was already 

the subject of various musicological researches.  One of the pioneer musicologists writing about this topic 
was Bela Bartók, who demonstrated in 1917 the existence and integration of far Oriental modes in the folk 
music of Transylvania, Hungary, Croatia, The Czech and Slovakian Republics, and the Serbian regions.  
The existence of these modes was the result of the long political and cultural influence of the Ottoman 
Empire, at its peak in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and which was a melting pot of Islamic, 
Roman and Byzantine musical heritages.           
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On the harmonic level, in addition to the interesting and colorful modal harmonies, 

Enescu made use of polytonality, as the result of the superimposition of two or more 

modes.  The three types of combinations that the composer used most frequently are: the 

superimposition of several lines containing the same mode but with different finals (see 

four measures before rehearsal 39), the superimposition of lines containing two different 

modes with the same final (see last two measures before rehearsal 50) and the 

superimposition of lines in different modes with different finals.  The last of these 

combinations is the immediate result of heterophonic treatment of different melodies 

within counterpointal sections.   

Finally, the powerful and lasting sound effects achieved by Enescu in this work 

are not the result of a personal and independently imagined modal construction, as in the 

works of some of his contemporary composers, but of total assimilation and then 

integration of the most characteristic modal elements of the Romanian folk music.  

 If we suppose that the rhythmic elements used in this work were mostly imported 

from genuine Romanian folk music, they were not necessarily treated as a constant 

preoccupation of the composer for the creation of special effects. It is clear that the 

problems raised by the melody were of central interest for Enescu.  In the Second Quartet 

the rhythmic element is organically connected to its melodic counterpart. If anything, the 

use of certain rhythmic formulas and variations of these, were designed as unifying 

devices for the entire piece, as is the case with some of their melodic counterparts. For 

example, the rhythmic skeleton on which the MC1 is built represents an important cyclic 

function.  Besides the TA for instance, the rhythm of the MC1 is present with very little 
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changes in TA2, TAIII, TA2III, theme TBIII and finally in the TAIV.  The importance of 

rhythmic variation is illustrated in a most convincing way by the appearance of the entire 

Motto Motive with its specific rhythmic sub-motives: after its first fluent and equilibrated 

presentation as part of the TA, the Motto Motive returns immediately in the beginning of 

the Andante, adapted to a new lyrical and dream-like version.  This time, the 

modifications were applied to the rhythmic scheme of MM.  The MM also returns in a 

varied form in the second refrain of the slow movement, in the recapitulation of the 

fourth movement and also in the final coda, within the 5/8 and 3/8 framework.  The 

manifestation of polyrhythmic passages was the result of the superimposition of binary 

conceived lines with ternary lines.  Again, this type of vertical metric combination didn’t 

preoccupy Enescu and I believe it was the result of pure chance, similar to the section 

beginning at rehearsal 18, in the Andante movement.    

 Heterophony plays an important role in Enescu’s music output in general and 

particularly in his second quartet.  In this piece, it usually appears in the most beautiful 

moments, both in developmental passages such as the end of the development of the 

Andante (four measures before rehearsal 20) and also in the presentation of new themes.  

As a compositional technique, heterophony was for Enescu of central importance since it 

actually enhanced the aural experience of the audience when listening to a new theme for 

the first time.  In his second quartet, Enescu replaced many contrapuntal lines with 

heterophony, which he considered closer and more suitable to his modal harmonies.  

These tendencies, more eloquent in his last works, were the result of the profound 
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assimilation of the essences of Romanian folk music and had as final consequence, the 

modification of his style from a convinced polyphonist to a more subdued homophonist.   

Today, musicologists see in Enescu’s chamber music a continued development 

towards simplicity and clarity and especially towards originality which started early with 

the Prelude at Unison from the Second Suite for Orchestra Op.20 and then continued in 

his Third Sonata for Violin and Piano Op.25 and with virtually all chamber music works 

composed in his last twenty-five years of life. 

 Although Enescu remained always faithful to his traditional ideas about 

composing, he manifested an unprecedented interest in the new tendencies of the 

contemporaneous technical and stylistic achievements in music around the fourth and 

fifth decades of the twentieth century, which he expressed in his second string quartet.  

His use of total chromaticism in the melodic lines within the boundaries of the tonal 

system in certain passages, the spatialization of intervals through huge skips, the almost 

permanent thematic and rhythmic variation, the continued adding chords foreign to the 

established tonalities, the use of polytonality and polyrhythms, the unification of the 

sound material from the vertical with the horizontal lines, and the abrupt and turbulent 

expressionistic gestures have inevitably placed Enescu close to his contemporary fellow 

composers. The large palette of folkloric elements and personal investigations were 

inserted in the music only if they corresponded with his own expressive intentions and 

were organically assimilated by his intellectual approach to composition.    

The performance of Enescu’s Second String Quartet poses serious difficulties for 

the interpreter both technically and stylistically.  Although musicologists cannot yet 
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discern a special Enescian-style up to this point, the interpreter surely can realize the 

importance Enescu gave to each instrument, each line, and indeed to every note of his 

piece.  Even with a fast scanning either of the autograph manuscript or the Salabert 

Edition, the interpreter is immediately confronted by a huge number of directions from 

the composer.  

It is not surprising to find directions for interpretation down to the minutest detail, 

considering Enescu’s background both as a composer and violinist.  If other composers 

had to always rely on independent instrumentalist to play and give their comments or 

suggestions on technical issues in their pieces that involved string instruments, it was 

definitely not the case with Enescu.  His formidable interpretative and didactic qualities 

were recorded and transmitted to us through a large body of written materials: 

biographical books, newspaper articles and media productions, critical concert reviews, 

Enescu’s own recordings and those from his past students.  Although Enescu always 

referred to Yehudi Menuhin as his only student, as the history demonstrates, the maestro 

was in fact his life-long mentor.  He also influenced many other important violinists of 

the twentieth century directly through his violin lessons, master-classes or permanent 

friendship:  Ida Haendel, Arthur Grumieaux, and Christian Ferras, to name a few.  His 

musicianship and interpretative qualities were such, prompting the legendary Pablo 

Casals to claim that Enescu was, “in depth and range of his gifts, the greatest musical 

phenomenon since Mozart.”42 

42 Noel Malcolm, George Enescu. His life and music (London: Toccata Press, 1990), 263. 
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The Stradivarius Quartet played the Second String Quartet in a concert held in 

Boston on the 7th of February 1954 under the auspices and patronage of the Coolidge 

Foundation. Unfortunately there is no surviving program, no reviews, and above all no 

direct comments coming from the composer since he was unable to attend the premiere of 

his work.  Enescu’s last visit in United States was in the summer of 1950.    

From the beginning, performers of this music will be confronted with serious 

problems related to the interpretation and realization of Enescu’s ideals.  A study of other 

representative works from this genre may be worthwhile to shed light for the rendition of 

this piece.  Within this context, I would recommend starting with an earlier work, the 

Octet for Strings Op.7 published by Enoch in Paris, then a look at his regrettably 

unfinished Quartet in C-Major (1906) which is a piece of great beauty and serious 

aesthetical value, and of course his First String Quartet Op.22, No.1 in E-flat Major. This 

study should most likely be combined with a deep understanding of the melodic, 

harmonic and formal organization (my analysis should prove helpful) of the Second 

String Quartet Op.22, No2 in G-Major and of a serious and literal consideration of his 

tempo markings, dynamics and expressive directions, which are indicated with precision 

and abound in his music.  

Another important aspect for a more accurate performance of the piece is to 

follow closely Enescu’s dynamic and expressive markings.  In Enescu’s music the 

dynamic plan is always connected and subordinated to the melody.  Generally, the 

principal themes are presented in subdued or softer dynamics with the exception of the 
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themes from the last movement, which were built to suit the more heroic and exuberant 

character of the finale.  

 The developmental sections usually express more agitation and unrest within a 

larger dynamic range.  The effect of surprise is also important and abounds especially in 

the third movement.  The expressive terms used in the quartet are suggestive.  They 

reflect a huge range of extreme emotions: from tranquillo and lusingando to con colore 

and appassionato, from lamentoso and angosioso to con grazia and from dolce to ruvido.

Vast ranges of sound colors are obtained through the combination of these expressive 

directions and pizzicato or con arco. The color contrast between the last two, amplified 

by the different hues of the cello and the first violin leave lasting results in our musical 

consciousness.  A perfect example can be found in the second movement in the passing 

from the variant of the TAII played by the cello in pizzicato and then immediately 

followed by violin, which plays it con arco (see four measures before and two measures 

after rehearsal 13).   

The source of the score and parts is also of utmost importance.  Luckily, there 

exists the original Salabert Edition, which contains no editing whatsoever from the part of 

the publishing house, as unfortunately happens today with a great number of published 

compositions.  Since Salabert has the full rights of Enescu’s piece, the interpreter or 

researcher is prohibited by international laws from reproducing or performing the piece 

using a printed facsimile of Enescu’s original manuscript currently found in the Library 

of Congress in Washington D.C. or its microfilm. But as I pointed out in the chapter on 

the origins and existing versions of the piece, both the Salabert and the MS from 
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Washington are almost identical, leaving no bias for the use of the most accurate 

surviving music of the quartet.  

Nothing would be more convincing than ending this chapter with Enescu’s own 

comments on his ideals and philosophy of interpretation as recorded in a local newspaper 

following a concert at the Romanian Athenaeum43:

“ I want to make my opinion clear that in my quality as performer I am not 
allowed to have a personal position either about the composer or about a possible 
reinterpretation of his music.  I understand performance as identifying myself 
with the intentions of the composer, and follow with veneration his own 
indications.” 44 

43 The Atheneum is a famous historical building and the main concert hall in the capital city of 
Romania.  

44 Ziarul Scanteia, (Bucharest), 6 April 1946. 
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IV. THE “B-A-C-H” MOTIVE: HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE 
AND ITS USE IN ENESCU’S SECOND STRING QUARTET 

 

Enescu’s lifelong infatuation with Bach’s music is well know today and can be 

traced directly from his own comments, interviews, and private correspondence or 

indirectly from reactions to his teachings and performances or other secondary sources.  

For example:  four years before his death in the series of interviews given to Bernard 

Gavoty and Radio France he called Bach “my everyday bread for a half of a century” and 

the “Saint Paul of all music.” 45 This is how one can explain Enescu’s lifelong affinity 

towards Bach and the homage he paid to the latter.  Enescu’s reluctance to record is well 

know, though he was easily persuaded when it was a composition such as Bach’s 

keyboard or violin concertos and especially the Sonatas and Partitas for Solo Violin 

(BWV 1001-1006).   

In a 1911 interview following a concert in Berlin and accorded to the German 

newspaper National Zeitung, the music critic columnist wrote this about Enescu: 

“The Berliners found a phenomenal violinist in the person of George Enescu.  His 
sound is of unimaginable beauty, and his technique so great that one cannot even 
observe it anymore.  The fascinating artist has thrilled the audience with the 
interpretation of the Sonata in C-Major for Solo Violin by Bach.”46 

45 Bernard Gavoty, Les Souvernirs de Georges Enesco (Paris, Editeur Flammarion, 1955), 38. 
46 Geroge Manoliu, “Semnificatiile Unui Eveniment Artistic. Prima Auditie Paiziana a Concertului 

in Re Major Pentru Vioara si Orchestra K.V. 271-A (al 7-lea) de Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart” in 
Simpozionul International de Muzicologie, Proceedings of the International Musicological Symposium 
“George Enescu” in Romania, by the Romanian Union of Composers (Romania, Bucharest: Editura 
Muzicala, 1989), 93. 
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Enescu not only captured the audiences with his interpretations but all musicians 

and pedagogues around the world with his revolutionary forward-looking views about 

stylistic interpretation.  In a time when Mostras and Flesch were heavily editing Bach’s 

Sonatas and Partitas for Solo Violin, Enescu was a pioneer in teaching his students about 

the importance of historically informed performance and the use of Uhrtext editions.  

After studying for many months with Carl Flesch, the violinist Ida Haendel summed up 

her first encounter with Enescu: 

“Firm and uncompromising, he removed all the frills which had hitherto adorned my 
playing of Bach (…) This emphasis on simplicity and purity of line served to bring 
out the true grandeur of the structure; I seemed to hear the giant Bach for the first 
time.”47 

In 1950 the musical world was celebrating the bicentenary of Bach’s death.   

Enescu’s last appearances in public as a violinist coincided with this great event and 

represented a very important moment in his life.  He appeared in several concerts: the 

first was given at Carnegie Hall in New York City and included in the program Bach’s 

Concerto for Two Violins played with his student, Yehudi Menuhin.  A special 

 “all-Bach” recital followed in London and then the historical recital at the Paris 

Conservatoire were he interpreted Bach’s Sonatas for Violin and Obbligato Cembalo 

(BWV 1014-1019) with Alfred Cortot.  Later in 1955 just a few months before his death 

in the capacity of conductor he recorded Bach’s integral keyboard concertos with Miss 

Céliny Chailley-Richez on the Decca label. 

 
47 Noel Malcolm, George Enescu. His Life and Music (London: Toccata Press, 1990), 173. 
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In the light of his lifelong accomplishments, Enescu’s choice for the extensive use 

of the BachMC throughout his second quartet and its connection to the 1950 celebration 

seems only a natural choice. Enescu was neither the first nor the last to introduce the  

B-A-C-H motive in his music.  Although I am not trying to argue in the favor of any 

composition that might have benefited from the use of the motive, it is important to 

remember a group of composers that used this combination of pitches in their works: 

Liszt, Schumann, Reger, Bussoni, Bartók, Webern in his Op. 28 and more recently Luigi 

Dallapiccola and another composer of Romanian origins: Yannis Xenakis.   

In his much earlier Second Violin Sonata Op.6, Enescu uses the BachMC in many 

different permutations, including the original version, as a sub-motive integrated within 

the important “Motive With Semitones” of the first movement  

 

Ex.34b  
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It is important to note from the beginning that the BachMC appears fifty-eight 

times in the whole piece, that is to say either, in its original order and its transpositions or 

in its diverse permutations of pitches.  In the first movement alone, the BachMC appears 

eighteen times.  This situation was created by the presence of the motive in the principal 

theme (TA1) of the first movement in the 4.3.1.2. order and transposed an M2nd higher.  

 

Ex.35  

On the third page (of the manuscript) in the fourth measure after rehearsal 2, the 

BachMC is found again in the first violin line as the beginning of the second phrase of 

the bridge.  This time the composer used the original pitches of the BachMC but in the 

following order 1.2.4.3. (see Ex.36 in continuation).  
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Ex.36

The BachMC appears for the first time in the correct order of the pitches but 

transposed a m3rd lower than the original version in the second violin part (page 4 of MS, 

one measure before rehearsal 4). 

Ex.37  

 

An important variant of the BachMC, which is utilized frequently in the first three 

movements, is introduced first by the viola (m.4 after rehearsal 5) as a contrapuntal line 

to the secondary theme TB of the first movement.  The BachMC has the 4.2.3.1 order and 

was subjected to a transposition to a P4th below the original pitches  
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Ex.38  

 

Enescu makes use of this new variant of the BachMC in the slow movement of 

the quartet integrated in a motive of a special construction: the Motive with Intervals in 

Expansion or MIE.  As I pointed out in my analysis, the MIE is formed of intervals, 

which are constantly expanded through augmentation of a semitone: minor-second, 

major-second, minor third, major-third, perfect-fourth and so on.  This version is found 

transposed a m6th below in the line of the first violin and with the notes in the order 

4.1.3.2. (rehearsal 14).  

Ex.39  



124

Enescu uses the BachMC in almost every measure of the secondary theme TBII 

when it returns thematically transformed in the development section of the second 

movement.  The TBII contains two transposed versions of the motive: the first was 

transposed a m6th and the second motive a D4th below the original version of BachMC.  

The two versions share a common characteristic, that is the 4.1.3.2. order.    

 

Ex.40  

 

Another use of the BachMC is found in the fourth couplet of the development 

section and the fourth measure after rehearsal 19.  Here the second violin contains the 

BachMC twice consecutively incorporated in its line with the motive is presented in the 

original order but transposed first a P4th and then a D5th below the original pitches. 

Enescu conceived this fragment as a moment of great tension within the dynamic 

marking of ff for all instruments and thus gives the second violin line the principal role of 

the section (see in continuation Ex.41) 
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Ex.41 

In the Andante movement the BachMC is usually associated with a rhythmic 

formula consisting of a group of four sixteenth notes. At times the composer uses a 

version of the motive that is melodically displaced from its initial rhythm. These are more 

isolated cases, since Enescu’s unifying devices throughout the whole piece included not 

only melodic but also rhythmic components.  In the following example the BachMC 

starts one sixteenth note later and incorporates the first note of the following triplet, a 

formula not well suited to accommodate the total of four notes of the motive.  The first 

motive is transposed a A4th higher and the second a M6th above the original version (m2. 

before rehearsal 20).    

Ex.42 
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Chain-versions of BachMC are found at the beginning of the coda section from 

the end of the second movement.  Enescu reserved for this section his most ingenious 

way of creating a sequence of several BachMC.  At rehearsal 21 and in the third 

following measure, the cello includes two chromatic descending lines of sixteenth notes 

under a rhythm made first of an eight-note triplet and then of sixteenth-note triplets.  This 

kind of combination created a “dovetailed” melodic organization of the motive and also a 

subtle hemiola between the double meter organization of the BachMC and its triple 

rhythmic counterpart within a 4/4 the measure (see in continuation Ex.43 and Ex.44).     

 

Ex.43 

Ex.44 
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The most frequent use of the BachMC is found in the third movement of the 

quartet: Allegretto Non Troppo Mosso. In the bridge that follows the exposition of the 

principal theme TAIII, both the first and second violin lines contain the BachMC.  The 

second violin appears to carry more importance because the BachMC is presented in its 

original form and the right order of the pitches, before being transposed a M3d higher in 

both lines.  The first violin also accompanies a M3rd above the second violin line, 

thereby playing the BachMC in the same order 1.2.3.4. (two measures before rehearsal 

23).   

Ex.45 

In Ph2 of the second theme TA2III (m.6 after rehearsal 23) the first and second 

violins again play together but this time in contrary motion, two different versions of the 

motive.  In measure 7 after rehearsal 23, the violins drop out of the game but continue 

with figurations based upon same rhythm.  The BachMC appears in measure 6 in 1.3.2.4. 

and 4.3.1.2.order respectively and transposed a m6th above (considering F-sharp=G-flat) 

the original version and a m3rd above (C-sharp=D-flat) in the second violin.  
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Ex.46 

The BachMC again appears as a component of the short and concentrated melody 

of the secondary theme TBIII of the first couplet.  Theme TBIII starts with the cello and 

its melody is taken over after one measure by the first violin.  At rehearsal 25, the 

BachMC was placed in the lowest register since its first appearance in theme TA of the 

first movement. In the next example, the motive was transposed a D5th and two octaves 

below its original form in the low register of the cello and in 4.3.1.2. order.  

 

Ex.47  
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The added notes represent a curious approach to diversification within Enescu’s 

compositional techniques.  Although we cannot consider the following fragment as an 

appropriate example in the use of the BachMC, it shows a foreign note introduced in the 

middle of the motive.  These kinds of situations usually occur in developmental sections 

and when the composer needs to align certain rhythms within contrapuntal sections 

(second measure after rehearsal 25).   

Ex.48   

The composer used BachMC as a dynamic tool in shaping counterpoint infused 

fragments.  A short imitation based on the BachMC begins at rehearsal 29.  This unique 

phrase is heard first by the second violin, which plays the 4.3.1.2.version of the motive.  

The viola takes over in the next measure and plays the motive in the same exact order but 

transposed a P4th below the violin line.  The cello and then the first violin continue the 

initial idea by playing a modified version of the motive in which the third note is simply 

omitted (see Ex.49 in continuation). 
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Ex.49 
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Enescu kept the return of the original pitch collection of the BachMC for the 

secondary theme TBIV of the last movement.  Theme TBIV debuts with the motive in the 

4.1.3.2. order and is repeated at the beginning of the third phrase of the theme.  Enescu 

reserved the use of the BachMC in this highly complex new theme at points of symmetry: 

the two phrases that begin with the motive are three measures long and are both 

succeeded by two phrases of four measures each.  The “cornerstone” role given to the 

BachMC within such advanced formal organization can be viewed as Enescu’s most 

significant tribute paid to Bach in his entire quartet.  

 

Ex.50 
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V.  CONCLUSIONS  

 

There are several reasons why Enescu’s string quartets lacked in popularity for a 

half of a century and still lay today in a totally unfounded obscurity.  Fifty-two years after 

Enescu’s death, the Romanian composer still poses great problems to musicologists and 

listeners alike.   

One reason for this lack of acceptance is that Enescu’s unique compositional traits 

make it difficult to place him in a category of style or musical current.   At the turn of the 

twentieth century the neo-classicism of Stravinsky and Prokofiev along with 

Hindetmith’s neo-baroque was in vogue.  The works of these composers pleased the 

listener both intellectually and emotionally, but relied heavily on the listener’s knowledge 

of a past-style and worked at the subconscious level of the listener where the “familiar” 

was regrettably, always regarded as “good.”   

With Enescu’s music, the tension between originality and the emulation of the 

past reached a new level.  During his lifetime, Enescu’s compositions received many 

positive critical comments because of their unique rhetorical power, but unfortunately in 

the same time, lost the interest of the general public. This downfall was due to his 

insistence of writing music that was not built necessarily on traditionally learned-patterns. 

In almost every instance, at the premiere performance of a new work, the listener 

first perceives the melody, which is, or it should be as Enescu believed, the very essence 

of the musical discourse and the unique circumpolar element around which the other 
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elements of harmony and form gravitate.  Although structurally and formally Enescu’s 

music often tends to be more traditionally organized that of his contemporaries, his 

melodies seemed more awkward and difficult to perceive by the listeners.  

 A second reason that added to the gradual falling in obscurity of his works was 

paradoxically Enescu’s ability as a performer.  Hailed as one of the greatest violinists of 

the past century, Enescu’s personal tragedy is that during his life the majority didn’t care 

to listen to his music but to him, playing the music composed by others.  In 1938 the 

composer remarked in front of some close friends: “the whole world stubbornly considers 

me a virtuoso.”48 

This was a natural result of the centuries-long human infatuation with the myth of 

the fantastic virtuoso, of the “out-of-this-world” violinist that performs circus-like and 

magical tricks on the violin. Unfortunately, this kind of crowd, hungry for showmanship 

still persists today and surprisingly even among the professional and educated musician 

circles, to the detriment of serious music.  Within the same context, Henry Prunières 

compared Enescu’s fate as a composer to that of Liszt and wrote this in 1936:  

 
“Without exception, the musical world thinks about Liszt and his secret tragedy 
hidden behind his unsurpassed abilities as a piano virtuoso (…), the level of 
which can be measured only when we sincerely appreciate the value of his legacy 
as composer (…).  With the same patience and goodwill towards our 
impartialness, George Enescu awaits, like his illustrious predecessor, the 
posthumous and true recognition of his work.” 49 

48 George Balan, George Enescu (Bucuresti: EdituraTineretului, 1963), 213. 
49 Ibid., 212. 
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Shortly after his death, it became clear that the extraordinary force emanating 

from his interpretations was nothing but the result of his personal vision as a composer. 

Therefore, a true and objective critical approach towards his unique style of violin 

playing as demonstrated by his surviving recordings is only possible by considering as 

point of departure, Enescu, the composer.  

In 1911 the American public came for the first time in contact with Enescu’s 

music.  The New York Philharmonic under the baton of Gustav Mahler and the Chicago 

Symphony under Frederick Stock performed two of his works: the Suite for Orchestra 

Op.9 No.1 and the First Symphony.  In her article entitled “Echoes of Enescu’s Art in the 

American Press”, Constanta-Ianca Staicovici refers to an article on Enescu by Herbert 

Peyser, the leading music critic from Musical America:

“These works were accepted warmly by the American audience, more receptive to 
innovations than the conservative European public.  Their interest in the composer 
(Enescu) materialized in the visit paid by Herbert Peyser to Enescu in Paris in the 
summer of 1912.  The American critic wrote this: ‘New York is not unfamiliar 
with the creative talents of this young Romanian.  It has listened during the past 
few years with interest, and to some extent with enthusiasm to his orchestral suite, 
his symphony and some chamber works of his manufacture.’” 50 

In an interview accorded to Peyser, Enescu expressed his dissatisfaction with the 

lack of time, which prevented him to have a richer creative activity, and the fact that he 

“preferred composition to interpretation”51. After his return to the United States Payser 

 
50 Constanta-Ianca Staicovici, “Echoes of Enescu’s Art in the American Press.”  In Enesciana I: 

 La Personnalité Artistique  de Georges Enesco : Travaux de la Première Session Scientifique du Centre 
d’études "Georges Enesco", Bucarest, 19 September 1973, ed.  Mircea Voicana (Bucuresti: Editura 
Academiei, 1976), 109. 

51 Herbert Peyser, “Composer Enesco Analysis Himslef,” Musical America 10 (August 1912):2. 
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wrote this about Enescu’s busy schedule in an article entitled “Composer Enesco 

Analyzes Himself:” 

“He (Enescu) is so terribly busy in the morning, noon and night that I do not 
understand how he manages to live through it all.  He plays an enormous number 
of concerts, which has necessitated much practicing and traveling.  He has also 
done considerable conducting. Then there lay his compositions, for which his 
other duties left him far less time than he desired (…) On the composer’s desk lay 
a huge number of unfinished manuscripts of partitions d’orchestre.”52 

Taking into consideration Enescu’s superior artistry as conductor and his fruitful 

collaboration with American orchestras following his first tour in 1923 with the 

Philadelphia and Cleveland Orchestras, Mr. Arthur Loesser wrote this in Cleveland for 

the New Pioneer publication: 

“American orchestras have been unanimous in their praise and admiration for 
Enescu.  His superior knowledge and skill, his pure-minded and pure-hearted 
devotion to the best and greatest in music (…), have earned for him a personal 
attachment among musicians that hardly any other great musicians can boast.”53 

The third reason why Enescu’s music has stubbornly been kept on library shelves 

for so long comes to surface with a simple incursion in his personal biography as man 

and musician: luckily, Enescu was able to refrain from writing “commercial music.”  The 

social and financial aspects of his life, at least for a while, gave him the liberty of 

composing freely and thus he dedicated himself to the music as pure art and not as a 

cheap commercial object.  This was in part because he earned relatively high incomes as 

violinist between 1915 and the 1930’s, and secondly because of the high-end social 

 
52 Ibid., 3.  
53 Arthur Loesser,  “Georges Enesco,” New Pioneer 4 (July 1943): 5. 
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circles he frequented and his numerous sponsors:  first, his wife Maruca was of a noble 

Romanian family who inherited a remarkable wealth; Enescu’s mentors and sponsors 

included the Queen of Romania Carmen Sylva, Elena Bibescu 54 in Europe and then Mrs. 

Sprague-Coolidge and Mrs. Koussewitsky later in the United States.  At some level 

Enescu’s beliefs and life as a composer resembled that of his American contemporary, 

the composer Charles Ives.  Both were afforded the means to express themselves freely in 

their music and compose for the sake of art and did not need to please the ear of some  

ill-intended and insignificant musical critic.   

Last, but not the least, the unfortunate political and social events that pushed 

Romania following the Second World War into a dark period of communism, had his 

own destructive results on Enescu.  Despite the uninterrupted international advocacy on 

behalf of Enescu’s music by influential musicians such as Sir Yehudi Menuhin and 

Lawrence Foster, or the organizers of the International Enescu Competition, the 

communist propaganda did everything in its power to undermine Enescu’s legacy.   

In the process of developing his personal musical language with the assimilation 

of folk elements and the use of transformed contemporary compositional techniques, 

Enescu exposed new and original relations and created a kind of musical criticism 

presence strictly in his own music, thus extending his own contribution to the new 

tendencies in modern music.  Unfortunately the case with modern music and implicitly 

 
54 The wealthy Romanian princess and social mogul Elena Bibescu was an alumnus of the Vienna 

Conservatory and lived in Paris at the end of the 19th century until her sudden death in 1902.  She 
sponsored and had as frequent company some of the most significant representatives of the European 
culture of the time:  the composers Franz Liszt, Richard Wagner, Gabriel Fauré, Jules Massenet, Anton 
Rubinstein, Claude Debussy, and the writers and philosophers Ernest Renan, Anatole France, and Marcel 
Proust.  Guests of her lavish parties also included politicians and public figures such as Lord Salisbury, 
Prince Ourousoff and Count Wolkenstein. 
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with Enescu is that criticism is more often read than the music that it critiques.  Still, if 

today we want to truly experience the music of composers such as Stokhausen, Sessions, 

Babbitt or Enescu, we need to first understand what these composers knew about music, 

how they related to it and what techniques were used within their complex process of 

creation.   

Generally, during the fast changing and tormented first half of the twentieth 

century, composers have been less interested in writing music that is satisfying to 

perform or accessible to their audiences than they were in writing “good music”, which 

intrigues and excites the learned connoisseur, music worthy of comparison with the 

masterpieces of Bach, Mozart of Beethoven.  Following the music of Brahms for instance, 

Enescu has measured his successes in composition in terms of the absolute quality of his 

music, not in terms of its immediate or wide appeal.  As with his other famous 

contemporaries, Enescu indirectly hoped that his music would earn a place in the lasting 

collection of the universally recognized composers.  

Today, the preoccupation with Enescu’s music is characterized by constantly new 

approaches. The musicological research, somewhat productive since 1955, did have to 

adjust itself time and again in Romania to changed esthetical and ideological demands by 

either following or purposely avoiding them.  

It is encouraging to see that since 1955, Enescu’s music has constantly attracted, 

even on a small scale, the interest of notable musicians around the world who are devoted 

to discover and perpetuate the legacy of his music.  Only a few months after his death, Sir 
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John Barbirolli conducted Oedip at The Convent Garden and this was soon followed by 

other presentations at the French Radio Hall and the Royal Theater of Bruxelles.  

Although in a slow but steady pace, articles and dissertations on Enescu and 

recordings of his works continue to appear.  Nevertheless, the interest in Enescu surged 

especially after the fall of the communism in 1989 in several European countries 

including Romania.  After the downfall of communism the tendency to free Enescu's 

oeuvre from national limitations and to confront it with international modernism became 

predominant and proved itself as a new beginning that is as much promising as it is 

difficult.  Today, there are a number of Enescu societies around the world and more 

materials including recordings of his works are becoming available.  The International 

Enescu Society based in Berlin, Germany has been of great assistance in advocating on 

behalf of Enescu.   

There are symposiums held every year in locations such as Bucharest, Romania, 

The University of Oldenburg, Germany, in New York and Tokyo.  Lately, The American 

conductor Leon Botstein, the violinist and pedagogue Sherban Lupu from University of 

Illinois and the internationally renowned Latvian violinist Gidon Kramer, have devoted 

serious attention and new recordings of works by Enescu.  In an article entitled 

“Rediscovering George Enescu” published in 1997, Leon Botstein wrote: 

“George Enescu is a well-known figure in the history of music whose name is 
more familiar than his music (…). The posthumous career of Enescu offers the 
most striking contrast with that of Bartók (…). Bartók with respect to Hungary 
was not quite as alone as Enescu was in Romania (…). The time has come for 
Enescu, not only in Romania, but throughout the world.” 55 

55 Leon Botstein, “Rediscovering George Enescu” The Musical Quarterly 81 (1997): 142.  
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The eminent Belgian musicologist Harry Halbreich who was a student of Olivier 

Messiaen at the Paris Conservatoire is recognized today as an authority on both Honegger 

and Enescu. He summed up his opinions this way on Enescu and his universality as 

musician: 

“(…) I further believe that through his music, Enescu proposed an alternative to 
the Western savant music and its traditional polyphony.  He found it in the 
Romanian popular music as a direct descent from the ancient Byzantine 
heterophony.  Enescu was therefore a universal musician, a catalyst of three very 
different poles, and who made a treaty of union between the Islamic World, 
Eastern and Western Europe.” 56 

Although greatly admired during his lifetime and respected as a performer, 

composer and pedagogue, George Enescu is now perhaps one of the most neglected 

musical figures of the twentieth century.  My dissertation does not intend to undo this 

injustice or to consider other factors that brought the study and performance of Enescu’s 

music to an almost complete halt, although this might make an interesting topic for a 

future study.  Rather, I tried to point out the importance, originality and beauty of 

Enescu’s work, and specifically his Second String Quartet, a work that can be considered 

amongst the greatest compositions of the twentieth-century. Perhaps this document will 

help to raise the awareness of Enescu for the next generation of musicians. 

56 Alain Chotil-Fani, “George Enescu (1881-1955): Style et Témoignages.”  Database online, 
http://perso.orange.fr/alain.cf/enescu/style_temoignages.htm (Accessed on 4th of February 2006), 1. 
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APPENDIX 
 

(LIST OF ABREVIATIONS OF TERMS USED IN CHAPTER III) 

 

TA  = Principal Themes 

TB  = Secondary Themes 

1TG  = First Thematic Group 

2TG  = Second Thematic Group 

1P  = First Period of the Theme 

2P  = Second Period of the Theme 

1Ph  = First Phrase of the Theme 

2Ph  = Second Phrase of the Theme 

MM  = Motto Motive 

MC1  = First Motivic Cell 

MC2  = Second Motivic Cell 

MC3K  = Cadential Motivic Cell 

CM  = Connecting Motive 

TE  = Transitional Episode 

TM  = Tetra-Chordal Motive 

TMC  = Transitional Motivic Cell 

BachMC       =  “B-A-C-H” Motivic Cell 

MIE  = Motive with Intervals in Expansion 
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SNS-M = Sixteenth-Notes Sub-Motive 

BS-M  = Bihar Sub-Motive 

TRM  = Ternary Rhythmic Motive 

ADS-M = Ascendant Diatonic Sub-Motive 
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