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The establishment of the Romanian Opera, Bucharest as a state institu-
tion in 1921 is part of a process of “Europeanization” – of catching up with 
the West – that Romania underwent starting with the second half of the 
19th century, with the Union of the Romanian Principalities (1859) and the 
adoption of the monarchy (in 1881), under King Carol I Hohenzollern-Sig-
maringen.1 The antithesis of this phenomenon – the desire for the assertion 
of a so-called “national specificity” – was likewise present, fueled by a Ro-
mantic ideology that persevered in the states that had hitherto been part 
of empires, but also in the nationalist dictatorships that marked Romania’s 
history in the 20th century. 

For almost a century, the Bucharest Opera evolved in a sinuous man-
ner, mirroring the historical developments in which it was engulfed: the 
burgeoning interwar period, whose end saw the rise of the fascist dictator-
ship of the Iron Guard (1940-41), followed by the military dictatorship of 
Marshal Ion Antonescu (1941-44), which in turn was followed by the Com-
munist regime, which quickly replaced it after the war, once Romania en-
tered the Soviet sphere of influence (after 1944). 

Octavian Lazăr Cosma (b. 1933) has meticulously explored both the 
Romanian Opera, Bucharest and the genre of the opera in Romania in two 
sweeping musicological works: Opera românească [Romanian Opera] (two 
volumes, Bucharest, Editura Muzicală [Music Publishing House], 1962), a 
1	 First Ruling Prince (1866–1881) and the King of Romania (1881–1914).

On the Romanian Opera, Bucharest:  
One Author, Two Views
Florinela Popa
Nacionalna univerza za glasbo Bukarešta
National University of Music Bucharest
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preponderantly analytical work, focusing on Romanian opera, ballet, and 
operetta; and Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], 
a very detailed chronicle of the Bucharest Opera (seasons, repertoires, so-
loists, managers, the particular problems that the institution faced, and so 
on), structured chronologically: from its beginnings as a Romanian com-
pany (1885) to its proper establishment as a state institution in 1921 (volume 
1, Bucharest, Editura Muzicală, 2003); the years 1921-1953 (volume 2, Bu-
charest, Editura Academiei Române [The Publishing House of the Roma-
nian Academy], 2017); and 1953-1970 (volume 3, Bucharest, Editura Acade-
miei Române, 2017).

Written during a time of totalitarianism, the 1962 volumes are pervad-
ed by Communist ideology. Cosma, who was educated in Mihail Druskin’s 
(1905-1991) musicology class at the Rimski-Korsakov Leningrad Conserva-
tory, reaches here an enviable virtuosity in the employment of socialist re-
alist theory, for which he was awarded the Prize of the Romanian Academy. 
His discourse in the 2000s, on the other hand, mirrors as much as possi-
ble Romania’s present ambition to adopt Western values, as a member state 
of the European Union. The author now adopts an intransigent attitude to-
wards both strains of Romanian totalitarianism: he attacks both the Iron 
Guard (an extreme right-wing Romanian movement, which aped German 
Nazism) and the Communist regime of 1947-1989. 

The manner in which the same author offers two different understand-
ings of Romanian opera, more than fifty years apart, in different political 
contexts, can help us grasp the extent to which a totalitarian ideology may 
warp the writing of musicology. The period of time I have selected for this 
comparison spans the years between the institutionalization of the Bucha-
rest Opera (1921) and the publishing of Cosma’s first book (1962). (I have, 
as such, omitted from this comparative analysis the period preceding the 
institutionalization of the Bucharest Opera, which Cosma has also vivid-
ly explored2). 
2	 The first volumes of both works, Opera românească, volume 1 (Bucharest: Editura 

Muzicală, 1962), and Hronicul Operei Române, volume 1 (Bucharest: Editura Muzi-
cală, 2003) focus on this early, pioneering period. George Stephănescu (1843–1925) – 
a composer, conductor, and professor, who studied at the Bucharest and Paris Con-
servatories – bankrolled the first Romanian opera theatre: he established in 1885 a 
company of Romanian artists, staged the first opera performed in Romanian (Doni-
zetti’s Linda di Chamounix), and went to great lengths, year after year, to ensure the 
survival of his ambitious project.
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The interwar period
The interwar period is widely acknowledged as a stage of accelerated devel-
opment in Romanian culture. The Bucharest Opera made significant pro-
gress, marked by numerous premieres, quality stagings, the contributions 
of several world-class soloists, as well as the coherent formation of a sin-
gle orchestra.3 An opening towards Europe is illustrated by the presence 
in Bucharest of invited guests such as Pietro Mascagni (who conducted his 
opera Cavalleria rusticana, on June 12 1927); Bass Feodor Chaliapin (Jan-
uary 24 1930, in Boris Godunov, among others); baritone Titta Ruffo (Janu-
ary 30 1930, in The Barber of Seville), and others. At the same time, a num-
ber of Romanian soloists become visible on the great stages of the world: 
Petre Ștefănescu-Goangă (Brussels, Rouen, Amsterdam, Anvers, Rotter-
dam, Ghent, The Hague, Barcelona, Bruges and Namur) or George Nicules-
cu-Basu (Milan, Cairo, Bologna, Lisbon, and so on). 

These aspects, as well as the great endeavor that was the establishment 
of the Romanian Opera, Bucharest, as a state-sponsored institution are dis-
cussed in detail by Cosma in 2017: from the passing in the Romanian Par-
liament of the Law of Romanian Operas (in Bucharest and Cluj) on July 24 
1921, to the opening of the first season, on December 8 1921, with Wagner’s 
Lohengrin, conducted by George Enescu.4 

On the other hand, in Opera românească [Romanian Opera], in 1962, 
the establishment of the Romanian Opera is mentioned only in passing,5 
and it is altogether eclipsed by another event from 1921: the establishment 
of the Romanian Communist Party (RCP). Employing the tone of state 
propaganda, Cosma grants the Party a key role in shaping Romania’s his-
tory in the following two decades, which strongly goes against the histor-
ical record: it was, in fact, an obscure party, largely believed to “place the 
interests of the Soviet Union before those of Romania” and outlawed in 
1924.6

3	 As early as the 1920s, the Philharmonic Orchestra played in both the symphonic con-
certs of the Bucharest Philharmonic and in the Opera performances. 

4	 See Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 2 (Bu-
charest: Editura Academiei Române, 2017), 21–35.

5	 Cosma, Opera românească [Romanian Opera], vol. 2, (Bucharest: Editura Muzicală, 
1962), 7.

6	 Keith Hitchins, „Desăvârșirea națiunii române” [The Fulfillment of the Romanian 
Nation] in Mihai Bărbulescu, Dennis Deletant, Keith Hitchins, Șerban Papacostea, 
Pompiliu Teodor, Istoria României [The History of Romania] (Bucharest: Corint, 
2012), 355–356.
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Cosma presents the interwar period as:

	 cruel, reactionary years, in which our country was turned fascist, 
which led to the rise of the military-fascist dictatorship and the 
dragging of Romania into the unlawful war against the Soviet Un-
ion. The Communist Party continuously fought against this poli-
cy, so hostile to the interests of the people, and organized the mass-
es in the struggle against dictatorship and against Hitler’s war. This 
struggle ultimately led to armed insurrection and Romania’s liber-
ation from the fascist yoke, on August 23 1944.7

Interwar Romanian music, very clearly orientated towards Western 
models, is analyzed by Cosma in comparison with the Soviet Union. Yet 
even the reference to Soviet music gives way to a truncated understanding of 
history, as the author makes no mention of the artistic pluralism of the 1920s, 
and focuses only on the ascension of socialist realism, specific to the 1930s: 

	 While in the Soviet Union, music moved ever more firmly towards 
socialist realism […], in the West, as in Romania, the exponents 
and products of the two cultures present in the Capitalist regime 
faced each other: on the one hand, the bourgeois music systems and 
movements changed with the fashion, slipping ever further towards 
decadence, towards the rupture of art from life, towards formal-
ism; on the other hand there was realist music, faithful to progres-
sive traditions, close to the understanding of the masses and their 
longings.”8

The ideological artifice of “progressive traditions,” through which past 
works could be legitimated and appropriated is successfully employed by 
Cosma in order to recover and render available some of the most relevant 
works of Romanian opera and ballet, such as Enescu’s lyrical tragedy Oedip 
[Oedipus], the most important Romanian interwar opera; Paul Constan-
tinescu’s O noapte furtunoasă [A Stormy Night], a memorable comic opera; 
or Mihail Jora’s lyrical-satirical ballet La piață [At the Market Place]. In the 
demolishing élan of the 1950s, these works and many others had been bit-
terly criticized, along with their creators. 

With the same virtuosity with which he finds all kinds of ideological 
“mistakes” in several older works, written according to esthetic principles 
7	 Cosma, Opera românească [Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 4.
8	 Ibid., 9–10.
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altogether foreign to socialist realism,9 Cosma also employs a converse ma-
nipulation: he “identifies” allegedly “social” themes during the “old system” 
in order to ideologically validate certain works. Jora’s ballet La piață [At the 
Market Place] is one such work: “The artistic and ideological value of this 
musical tableaux is only understood and genuinely rendered today, when, 
in the context of the regime of popular democracy (…) its grotesque, satir-
ical content, sharply critical of the system of oppression, can be embodied 
as it was conceived.”10

An example that is no less eloquent is Enescu’s Oedip [Oedipus], staged 
for the first time in Paris in 1936.11 Cosma’s analysis in 1962 begins, no mat-
ter how absurd it might seem today, with finding a common denomina-
tor between the topic of Sophocles’ tragedy and the principles of socialist 
realism: 

	 The dignity, the faith in man, in his creative powers – here is the 
main idea of the opera […]. The creator’ worth is all the greater, as 
he offered a clear and categorical answer to this problem, in a peri-
od dominated by the decadence of bourgeois art, which cultivated 
contempt for man, while promoting mystical idealism.12

Once legitimated, though, Enescu’s work cannot eschew a critique 
from the same perspective of socialist realism: 

	 Bearing in mind all the worthy elements of the opera’s content, 
Enescu was, nevertheless, unable to embody his conception with-
out paying tribute to a number of conciliatory ideas. By employing 
ancient subject matter, created on a lower rung in the development 
of society and human knowledge, Enescu’s opera took over from 
Sophocles a number of retrograde ideas, such as the idea of redemp-
tion through suffering.13

Five decades later, Cosma describes

	 A modern score, […], stylistically inspired by an ancient legend, 
with ephemeral references to a bygone universe, which could have 

9	 See, for example, Cosma’s comments on the topic of the operas Mărioara, composed 
by I. Paschill (1904) and G. Cosmovici (1907), both based on a play by Carmen Sylva. 

10	 Cosma, Opera românească [Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 126.
11	 Octavian Lazăr Cosma later dedicated a volume to this opera: Oedip-ul enescian 

[Enescu’s Oedipus], (Bucharest: Editura Muzicală, 1967).
12	 Cosma, Opera românească [Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 97–98.
13	 Ibid., 99.
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also been that of the composer’s ancestors [my emphasis], dominat-
ed by a sensation of trust and love for a man engaged in a fight for 
his very existence, facing the vicissitudes of a blind destiny.”14

Ancient Greek art is now described as “wonderful.”15

The Iron Guard Period
The case of Paul Constantinescu’s opera O noapte furtunoasă [A Stormy 
Night] is iconic for a far more nuanced politicized reception, determined 
by the bizarre and unfair manner in which the composer was perceived by 
Romania’s totalitarian regimes: as a Jew, “a Judeo-Bulgarian half-breed,”16 
by the Iron Guard [the Legion of the Archangel Michael], and then as a le-
gionnaire by the communists (due to the fact that he made the unfortunate 
choice of scoring a number of Iron Guard marches). 

The rise of antisemitism in Romania was fueled by the Iron Guard. 
The legionnaire movement was very vocal and aggressive throughout the 
1930s, employing the Nazification of Germany as its model. It managed to 
seize power in 1940-1941, alongside Marshal Ion Antonescu. After a short 
while, Antonescu – a faithful ally of Hitler during the Second World War 
– removed the Iron Guard from power and installed his own dictatorship. 

The premiere of O noapte furtunoasă [A Stormy Night] took place in 
1935. The legionnaire press, which Cosma generously quotes in the The 
Chronicle of Romanian Opera (2017), described the opera as “an unpalata-
ble mixture of pornography, burlesque and idiotic sarcasm.”17 

Less than two decades later, the Communist dictatorship held power 
comfortably, and the opera was once more criticized, this time in Rezoluția 
din 4-5 februarie 1952 [the Decree of February 4-5 1952], a Romanian an-
swer to the famous Soviet music Decree of February 10 1948, as “a work that 
lacks melody, built almost entirely out of recitatives, accompanied by an or-
chestra that is brimming with dissonances.”18 
14	 Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 3 (Bucha-

rest: Editura Academiei Române, 2017), 163.
15	 Ibid., 164.
16	 Nicolae Bogdan, quoted in Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of Roma-

nian Opera], vol. 2, 406.
17	 Ibid., 406.
18	 „Despre dezvoltarea muzicii în RPR. Rezoluția Plenarei lărgite a Comitetului Uni-

unii Compozitorilor din 4-5 februarie 1952” [“On the Development of Music in the 
RPR. Decree of the Plenary of the Composer’s Union Committee of February 4-5 
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In order to rehabilitate it in 1962, Cosma also employed an ideological 
reading, but with a different focus than the text of the Decree: “the compos-
er reveals petit bourgeois life’s narrow sphere of interests, mocking them, 
through the language of his satirical, grotesque music, which sometimes 
evokes the banal. Yet this is rendered in a tasteful manner, whose artistry 
is readily apparent.”19

Beyond the concrete case of Paul Constantinescu’s opera, the most im-
portant slippages that impacted Romanian music – as well as the Opera as 
an institution – were the by-products of the two dictatorships that were in-
stalled, one after the other, in the 1940s: that of the Iron Guard and that of 
the Communist Party. 

The far-right regime sought to transform the Romanian Opera, Bucha-
rest by “firing Jewish personnel, suddenly deemed undesirable,”20 by pro-
moting “purely Romanian performers” and a repertoire that was to “stress 
the restlessness of the genuinely Romanian soul,”21 as Cosma notes in 2017. 
Employing fastidious quotations from the contemporary press, including 
the legionnaire press – whose aggression knew no bounds – the author 
proffers details concerning ethnic cleansing, the changing of the leader-
ship of the institution, the opening of the 1940-1941 season with legion-
naire hymns (including Nello Manzatti’s Sfântă tinerețe legionară [Holy Le-
gionnaire Youth], scored by Paul Constantinescu), and the transmission of 
the legionnaire model through several operas. Such is the case of Alexan-
dru Zirra’s historical opera Alexandru Lăpușneanu, in which Lăpușneanu, 
a cruel 16th century prince, murders treasonous boyars. Lăpușneanu can be 
read as a stand in for the legionnaire leaders, who likewise committed ter-
rible crimes.22 

On the other hand, in his 1962 book – in which he strongly attacks Ro-
manian fascism – Cosma makes no concrete reference to specific legionnaire 
critics, most likely out of a desire to protect them. A public “unmasking” 
in the 1950s and 1960s would have placed not only their careers in danger, 
but also their lives. Authors such as Romeo Alexandrescu and George Sbâr-
cea, among others whose shady past was wiped clean, were allowed to freely 

1952”], in Muzica, II, no. 5 (1952): 5-11. Quoted in Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române 
[The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 853.

19	 Cosma, Opera românească [Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 111.
20	 Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 506.
21	 Ibid., 524.
22	 See Romulus Dianu’s interpretation, quoted in Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The 

Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 551.
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publish volumes of musicology during the Communist period. Neverthe-
less, there are some clues that suggest that Cosma was somewhat aware of 
his colleagues’ past endeavors. For instance, when he discusses Zirra’s Al-
exandru Lăpușneanu (which premiered on March 6 1941), Cosma notes that 
it was “considered subversive by the censors, much like Boris Godunov.”23

From the Adoration of Communism to its Repudiation
Cosma reaches the pinnacle of duality in his discussion of the Communist 
period. His ideological positioning is so different between 1962 and 2017 
that it serves to illustrate a parallel reality. 

The post-1944 political context is seen in 1962 as the “period of great 
revolutionary transformations, in which the working masses, led by the 
Party, cast off the monarchy, abolished exploitation, and created the neces-
sary premises for the creation of socialism.”24 In 2017, on the other hand, the 
author notes that “in general, the political offensive became more intense, 
King Michael I was forced to abdicate, Romania became the ‘People’s Re-
public,’ the regime under the leadership of Dr. Petru Groza revealed its true 
colors, and the Communist Party put forward its political objectives, hav-
ing secured the reins of political power.”25

At the beginning of the 1950s the key event for the Romanian Opera, 
Bucharest was the first ever construction its own theatre building, which 
was inaugurated in 1954.26 After a passionate reflection on the efforts of his 
predecessors to secure a specialized theatre for the Bucharest Opera, Cos-
ma concludes in 1962: “Only after the working class took power, could this 
objective be achieved.”27 In 2017, he once again notes the importance of the 
moment. Moreover, Cosma now shows how Communist propaganda em-
ployed the construction of the theatre in order to demonize previous re-
gimes: “violent, unsavory outpours dominate the articles reporting on the 
construction of the new building, rebuking the bourgeois regimes for being 
unable to find room for the lyrical art.”28

The legionnaire purge was followed, throughout Romanian society, by 
the Communist purge of 1944. Artists, “always suspected of harboring the 
23	 Cosma, Opera românească [Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 65.
24	 Ibid., 138.
25	 Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 713.
26	 The opera had previously rented the Lyric Theatre and the Queen Marie Theater. 
27	 Cosma, Opera românească [Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 145.
28	 Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 3, 13.
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beliefs of the previous ideology,” “had to be subjected to re-education – less 
artistic than political – in order to serve the new decrees,” as Cosma notes 
in 2017.29 He reveals how artists that expressed their faith in the new re-
gime enjoyed social and economic advantages, including titles such as Art-
ist Emeritus, Emeritus Master of the Art or People’s Artist. Those who had 
previously been successful in Western Europe now categorically distanced 
themselves from the “formalist, decadent” art of the West, whose influence 
“was also felt here.” And, as the logic of propaganda demanded, they con-
ducted self-criticism for ever having indulged in it.30 

This ample process of political “education” was also aimed at growing 
closer to the masses, through the guiding or amateur choirs or orchestras, 
and through performances organized in factories and mills. If, five decades 
ago, Cosma writes of these events as “reflecting the revolutionary trans-
formations that are taking place in society and in the consciousness of the 
masses,”31 today the author claims that these event “began the offensive to 
separate Romania from Western culture and to isolate it under the auspic-
es of the light shining from the East.”32

What is at first striking about Cosma’s endeavor in 1962 is how sel-
domly he invokes the Soviet Union (most frequently through references 
to the “unlawful war against the Soviets”), although the artistic model he 
promotes – along with its propaganda clichés – was undoubtedly import-
ed ad litteram from Moscow. At one point, when he refers to the techniques 
and forms that should be employed in the opera to render “the content of 
the new life, which contains the fountainhead of artistic inspiration,” Cos-
ma concludes that “it would be genuinely helpful to study the accomplish-
ments of the musical theatre of the Soviet Union, as well as that of other 
countries [italics mine].”33 One can infer here a timid attempt at breaking 
away from the monopoly of Soviet art, and its influence on Romanian mu-
sic. This was not, of course, the author’s unique initiative, but a lucid at-
tempt at toeing Romania’s official party line in the 1960s: in the USSR, nine 
years after Stalin’s death, his cult of personality had been dismantled. Sta-
linism had implicitly become taboo in Romania, as well. The country was 
led by Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej, who had managed to free Romania from 
29	 Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 620.
30	 See the case of baritone Petre Ștefănescu-Goangă, in: Cosma, Hronicul Operei 

Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 851.
31	 Cosma, Opera românească [Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 139.
32	 Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 720.
33	 Cosma, Opera românească [Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 263.
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Soviet military occupation in 1958. Following negotiations that have not, to 
this day, been fully elucidated, and which are still shrouded in various leg-
ends,34 the troops of the “liberating” Russian army retreated from Roma-
nian territory, marking a turning point in the relations between the two 
countries. Gheorghiu-Dej’s policies thus signaled a profoundly national-
ist direction, but also a vague opening – economic, first and foremost – to-
wards the West.35 

The very attempt at writing a book on Romanian opera illustrates the 
beginning of the rise of Romanian nationalism under Gheorghiu-Dej’s 
leadership (Cosma even quotes him on a few occasions). Nevertheless, the 
author’s far too inflexible grounding in “orthodox” socialist realism at a 
time when a policy of political relaxation was being signaled quickly made 
the book seem anachronistic. 

In 2017, however, Cosma offers a complex portrayal of the Sovietization 
of the Romanian Opera, which began immediately after 1944 and reached 
its climax in the 1950s. The censoring of the repertoire first manifested it-
self in the disappearance of Mozart, Weber and especially Wagner – whose 
very mention “seemed risky”36 from the posters, and the massive inclusion 
of Russian and Soviet operas in the repertoire.37 

Moreover, the employment of the “realist method” of performance, 
brought to Romania by various “Soviet greats” was considered a sure-
fire way to achieve success in the 1950s. Referring to the Soviet director 
Vladimir Chukov, who had staged Dargomyzhsky’s Rusalka in Bucharest, 
Cosma notes that he reached “the so often touted desideratum of offering 
‘realist performances.’ In the period, this meant authentic performances, 
grounded in life.”38 The issue of “realist” performance was also raised in his 
34	 See Florin Constantiniu, „Retragerea trupelor sovietice din România (1958): aspecte 

obscure” [“On the Withdrawal of the Soviet Forces from Romanian (1958): Obscure 
Aspects”], in the magazine Historia, accessed: February 7, 2018https://www.histo-
ria.ro/sectiune/general/articol/retragerea-trupelor-sovietice-din-romania-1958-as-
pecte-obscure.

35	 See Dennis Deletant, „România sub regimul comunist (decembrie 1947-decembrie 
1989)” [Romania under the Communist regime (December 1947-December 1989)], 
in Mihai Bărbulescu, Dennis Deletant, Keith Hitchins, Șerban Papacostea, Pompiliu 
Teodor, Istoria României [The History of Romania], 435-436.

36	 Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 621.
37	 In the 1952-1953 season, for instance, “Russian operas and Soviet ballets enjoyed 

91 performances (…) which speaks for itself in terms of the policy of obedience to-
wards the Soviet Union and its influence on the repertoire.” Cosma, Hronicul Operei 
Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 857. 

38	 Ibid., 844.
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1962 book, although in terms of “the Romanian school of canto and perfor-
mance,” rather than as a result of the work of “Soviet greats”: 

	 Realist shows – with a clear social and historical understanding of 
the period – have replaced costumed concerts. Singers employ the 
principles of the authentic construction of characters […]. In this 
sense, the Romanian school of canto and performance has enjoyed 
well-earned success.39

A decade after the Decree of February 4-5 1952, which had established 
socialist realism as the only method of composition acceptable in Romania, 
Cosma analyzes the musical works of his compatriots through the filter of 
the same doctrinaire imperatives. Alongside an analysis of the “indubita-
ble triumphs gained through the permanent guidance of the party,” as well 
as “the faults that still persist in the field,” 40 Cosma also assumes the role 
of adviser to opera, operetta and ballet composers. He calls for them to em-
body in their works “contemporary socialist life,” indicating thematic areas 
that had been insufficiently or not at all tackled: 

	 the heroic struggle of the working class, led by the Party against the 
bourgeoisie has yet to be properly depicted; we still do not have an 
opera of unquestionable value dedicated to the Communists that 
gave their life while the Party was banned by law; there is still no 
opera about the new life of our fatherland, about workers, peasants, 
and intellectuals. […] The theme of the people’s struggle – guided 
by the Party – towards the construction and fulfillment of socialism 
has yet to be tackled.41

And the examples could go on. 
When he offered such “advice” to Romanian composers, Cosma put 

forward the example of Gheorghe Dumitrescu’s Fata cu garoafe [The Girl 
with Carnations], an opera dedicated to the 40th anniversary of the Roma-
nian Communist Party.42 The libretto foregrounds a “young working-class 
39	 Cosma, Opera românească [Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 147.
40	 Ibid., 151.
41	 Ibid., 262-263.
42	 The premiere took place on May 6 1961, with “the entire leading class, including 

Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej” in attendance. Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The 
Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 3, 309.
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Communist woman,” willing to lay down her life in order to foil the “crim-
inal, anti-patriotic plans of the bourgeois, land-owning authorities.”43

In 1962, Cosma saluted the opera, particularly in terms of its subject 
matter: “the opera’s idea is that of the heroic struggle of the people, of the 
communists, for freedom and happiness, against the fascist yoke, the un-
lawful anti-Soviet war, and the Nazi invaders.”44 At the same time, he noted 
the development, throughout the opera’s four acts, of several “strong char-
acters,” particularly the “main heroine,” “characterized through a melod-
ic song, which constitutes her portrait and leitmotif.” He also admired the 
composer’s employment of “classical forms, such as arias, ariosos, and du-
ets in order to render the experiences of his heroes.”45

In 2017, however, Cosma describes an entirely different reception of the 
same opera:

	 the opera-loving public attended the show – which was much tout-
ed in the media – but seldom returned to it, because the subject 
matter fell outside lyrical norms, and its activist character, em-
phatic expression and externalizing subject matter were not par-
ticularly attractive. Moreover, the music and libretto did not focus 
on the essentials of opera as a work of art, on the inner lives of char-
acters; it foregrounded events, instead of people. The latter became 
unimportant pawns, which mirrored the lack of interest in their in-
ner lives…46

These two reactions – so different in nature – to the same reality en-
gender the question: how did Cosma in the 2000s relate to his earlier writ-
ings? In the three ample volumes of The Chronicle (802 pp., 930 pp., 965 pp.) 
there are no references to The Romanian Opera of 1962, a work that was par-
ticularly honored in the period. Likewise, there are no references to other 
studies and articles he published in the 1950s: Date noi despre legăturile mu-
zicale româno-ruse [New Aspects of the Romanian-Russian Musical Bonds] 
(Studii Muzicologice [Musicological Studies], Bucharest, no. 1, 1956) or In-
terpreți români în Rusia [Romanian Performers in Russia] (in Probleme de 
43	 Gheorghe Dumitrescu, quoted in Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of 

Romanian Opera], vol. 3, 305.
44	 Cosma, Opera românească [Romanian Opera], vol. 2, 255.
45	 Ibid., 256.
46	 Cosma, Hronicul Operei Române [The Chronicle of Romanian Opera], vol. 3, 310.
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muzică [Matters of Music], Bucharest, no. 5, 1957),47 and others. Instead, he 
generously quotes various authors (including Anatol Vieru and Viorel Cos-
ma, among others). 

Cosma only quotes himself when he discusses the Romanian premiere 
of the opera Oedipus, in September 1958. The Romanian authorities had 
banned the publication of reviews in the Bucharest press, but Cosma nev-
ertheless managed to publish one in Sovetskaia Muzyka, bearing the title 
Oedip de Enescu pe scena teatrului din București [Enescu’s Oedipus on the 
Stage of the Bucharest Theatre] (Sovetskaia Muzyka, Moscow, no. 12, 1958). 
In 2017, he notes that “in Sovetskaia Muzyka, the performance of the opera 
Oedipus garnered an eloquent discussion, which insisted not only on the 
merits of score, but also on the performance of the excellent array of artists 
that breathed life into it.”48

Octavian Lazăr Cosma – today a respected member of the Romanian 
Academy – enjoys a reputation that has not been marred by the chamele-
on-like nature of his musicological discourse, which sometimes served to 
vehemently deny his own earlier ideas. His efficient adaption to the chang-
ing political realities of Romania makes him something of an exemplar: 
from the eulogizing of the “Romanian-Russian bonds” in the 1950s, to the 
emphasis on communist nationalism in the 1960s, and, finally, to the firm 
anti-communist stance of the 2000s, in key with Romania’s official policies 
at the time. Besides their remarkably prolific nature and the time and en-
ergy that was invested in illuminating the various aspects that pertain to 
the development of opera in Romania, the two works by Cosma that I have 
discussed here remain a difficult to match exercise in political-musicolog-
ical virtuosity. 
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