
Sergey Rachmaninov famously recalled the night 
when he first played the score of his All-Night 
Vigil for a pair of the most prominent Russian 
musicians. Nikolai Danilin, who had agreed to 
conduct the work's premiere, lamented that the 
basses able to sing his impossibly profundo 
pitches were "as rare as asparagus at Christ-
mas." Yet the composer replied, "I know the 
voices of my countrymen!" And he did know both 
the voices of his countrymen and their deep 
religious spirit (which not even the Revolution 
could eradicate). Rachmaninov premiered the 
Vsenoshchnoye bdeniye (All-Night Vigil, or Ves-
pers Mass) in 1915, amid the privations of World 
War I. Russian basses were found to sing the 
parts, and Russians were hailing the Vespers as 
a masterpiece even before the performance 
began.

Though not personally close to the Russian Orthodox 
Church, Rachmaninov had been throughout his life 
deeply moved by its music. He evoked Russian church 
bells frequently in his music, had quoted Orthodox 
chants in his Symphony No. 1, and achieved 
large-scale success in an earlier setting of the Liturgy 
of St. John Chrysostom. His Vespers resembles the 
earlier work in flavor, but greatly expands its harmonic 
pallette. The 15 movements of the Vespers together 
form the core of a well-known Russian Orthodox mo-
nastic service; larger churches would also celebrate 
the Vigil on the night before greater feasts. Its series 
of texts (in traditional Church Slavonic) include several 
psalms and the Orthodox versions of the Magnificat, 
Nunc dimittis, and Greater and Lesser Doxologies. In 
fully nine of the movements, the composer adapts a 
rich variety of plainchant melodies: the most ancient 
"Znamenny" chants, simpler Russian "Greek" chants, 
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and folk-like Kiev chants.

On the scaffold of these chants the composer hangs a 
musical tapestry of Byzantine texture, sobriety, and 
power. Many of his eight-voiced choral textures remain 
in a flowing and chant-like homophony. His harmonic 
language is tonally grounded with frequent pedal 
points, but also rich modal and chromatic inflections. 
Antiphonal textures (Nos. 2, 8, 10) and liturgical 
refrains (Nos. 3, 9, 11, 12) evoke the incense-choked 
atmosperes of the church. At the same time, local text 
details can inspire him to exsquisite passages, such as 
the radiant harmonic shift before the first tenor solo 
(No. 4) and the clusters of angelic melismas at the 
climax of No. 7. The Orthodox Nunc dimittis (No. 5) 
closes with a slow bass descent to low B flat; it was 
Rachmaninov's favorite movement and the music he 
intended for his own funeral.
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Rachmaninov Vespers - Aleksander Sveshnikov - The U.S.S.R. Russian Chorus

1 O Come, Let Us Worship 2:27
2 Bless The Lord, Oh My Soul (Greek Chant) 5:43
3 Blessed Is The Man 5:42
4 Gladsome Radiance (Kiev Chant) 3:38
5 Nunc Dimittis (Kiev Chant) 4:24
6 Ave Maria 3:04
7 Glory Be To God On High (Znamenny Chant) 3:16

8 Praise Ye The Name Of The Lord (Znamenny Chant) 3:45
9 Blessed Art Thou, Oh Lord (Znamenny Chant) 7:10
10 The Veneration Of The Cross 3:18
11 Magnificat 7:57
12 Gloria In Excelsis (Znamenny Chant) 8:18
13 Today Hath Salvation Come (Znamenny Chant) 1:38
14 When Thou, O Lord, Hast Arisen (Znamenny Chant) 3:14
15 Hymn To The Mother Of GOd (Greek Chant) 1:43

RACHMANINOV
Vespers (All-Night Vigil)

Alexander Sveshnikov
U.S.S.R. Russian Chorus

Mezzo-soprano Vocals – Clara Korkan      Tenor Vocals - Constantin Ognevoi
Recorded by Meloydia 1965       Producer, Engineer – Alexander Grosman




