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Translations (other than Cherubic Hymn)

Priiditye vospoim: Come and sing, O ye people, of the resurrection of the Saviour on the third 
day. He has been delivered from the bonds of hell and gained everlasting life. Let all call upon 
Him who was cut down, buried and rose again. He who saved us through his resurrection: the 
one true lover of all mankind.

Da ispravitsya molitva: Let my prayer be set forth before Thee as incense, and the lifting up 
of my hands as an evening sacrifice. Lord I cried unto Thee, hear me: give ear unto the voice of 
my prayer. Set a watch, O Lord, over my mouth and a strong door about my lips. Incline not my 
heart to evil words, or make excuses for my sins.

Raduitesya lyudie: Rejoice O ye people and be glad, for the angel who sits on the grave-
stone pours forth the gladsome news: Christ  is risen from the dead, the Saviour of the world. 
The kingdom of hell is worn down, and through the Apostles eternal joy is created.

Plotiyu usnuv: In the flesh thou didst fall asleep, as a mortal man, O King and Lord. On the 
third day Thou didst arise, raising Adam from corruption and destroying death. O incorruptible 
King, the Saviour of the world.

Oslavi mi da pochiyu: Remove thy gaze from me, that I may regain my strength before I 
depart and be no more.

Ekteniya pervaya (Kyrie): Amen. Lord have mercy.

Dostoino yest: It is truly fitting to Bless Thee, O Virgin, ever-blessed and most pure, and the 
Mother of God. More honourable than the Cherubim and more glorious beyond compare than 
the Seraphim, without stain Thou gave birth to God the Word: living Virgin we magnify Thee.

Bogoroditsye dyevo (Ave Maria): Rejoice, O Virgin Theotokos, Mary full of grace, the Lord 
is with Thee. Blessed art Thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of Thy womb, for Thou 
hast become the saviour of our souls.

NI 6187 1

Cherubim
& Seraphim
Harmonia Sacra
Peter Leech

Russian Orthodox 
choral works from 
Catherine the Great 
to Nicholas II



2                 NI 6187

CHERUBIM & SERAPHIM
Russian Orthodox Choral Works from the reigns of Catherine the Great to Nicholas II

HARMONIA SACRA
Peter Leech - Conductor

Sopranos
Polly Beck, Sarah Best, Laura Breen, Heather Davis, Jane Hunt, 
Camilla Lewis, Caroline Mayes, Harriet Potter, Tabitha Smith, 

Rebecca Thurgur

Altos
Kate Chapman, Alison Dawson, Sarah Joskey, Suzie Leech, Kate Lewis, 

Lisa Lewis, Adele Reynolds, Bridget Simpson

Tenors
Niall Bird, Peter Gear, Jeremy Martin, Roderick Morton, Peter Leech - cantor

Basses
Simon Francis, Angus Gregson, Vince Hobbs, Charles Pestell, 

David Rodgers, Shaun Smith, Martin Warren

Recorded at the Church of St Thomas the Martyr, Bristol, on 2 and 3 July, 2011
Recording Production, Engineering and Editing: John Taylor

Cover photograph: Smolny Cathedral designed by Bartolomeo Rastrelli, 
an Italian working at the court of Catherine the Great 

c & © 2012 Wyastone Estate Ltd under licence from Harmonia Sacra and Peter Leech
www.wyastone.co.uk

NI 6187 11

HARMONIA SACRA
Harmonia Sacra were formed by Peter Leech in 2009 specifically for the performance of late-
Renaissance and early-Baroque music, and received critical acclaim at their inaugural 2009 Advent 
Reflections concert as ‘a fine body of singers’ (Bristol Evening Post). They have gone from strength 
to strength, delighting audiences with fresh and uplifting performances. Members come from across 
the UK for intensive weekends of music-making. In June 2010 they were invited to perform for a 
Swansea University History conference at Oystermouth (reported by a University reviewer as 

‘sublime’), followed by a highly successful Summer Choral Classics concert in July 2010. In 
November 2010 the choir sang for the Lord Chief Justice of England and Wales at the opening of the 
Bristol Civil Justice Centre at the church of St Thomas the Martyr. At Advent Reflections 2010 they 
performed works by Polish and Italian baroque masters with leading period instrument ensemble 
Canzona. The concert also featured the world premiére of Lawrence Whitehead’s Creator alme 
siderum. His latest work Christe Redemptor Omnium, premiéred by Harmonia Sacra in November 
2011, now features on YouTube. In May 2011 the choir performed Victoria’s sublime 6-part 1605 
Requiem to a packed All Saints’ Church, Weston-super-Mare, hailed as a highlight of the May music 
festival. Their 2011 summer concert at St Thomas the Martyr featured Russian Orthodox choral works 
from the reigns of Catherine the Great to Nicholas II, and was followed by their BBC Radio 3 début 
in October 2011 in a programme about music at the court of Catherine the Great, narrated by Virginia 
Rounding. Future plans include the world premiére in London of a new completion of Mozart’s 
Requiem by German musicologist Benjamin Gunnar Cohrs.

Harmonia Sacra are extremely grateful to the generous financial donations of private individuals 
(many of whom are in the choir), without which this recording would not have been possible. We also 
sincerely thank Suzanna Maas and Rebecca Ireland at the Churches Conservation Trust for the use of 
the beautiful church of St Thomas the Martyr.
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A graduate of the Elder Conservatorium of Music (Adelaide) and University of Melbourne, Peter 
studied conducting with Graham Abbott, Robert Rosen, Nicholas Braithwaite and David Porcelijn. In 
1996 he moved to the UK to undertake a PhD in musicology at Anglia Ruskin University (Cambridge).

In the UK Peter’s current conducting posts comprise Harmonia Sacra, Collegium Singers, Aylesbury 
Choral Society, Cappella Fede and Wells Tallis Voices. Past permanent or guest directorships have 
included Bristol Bach Choir, City of Oxford Choir, Cathedral Singers of Christ Church, Oxford, Royal 
Scottish National Orchestra Chorus (whom he prepared for the world premiére recording of Edward 
Collins’ Hymn to the Earth), Bristol Philharmonic Orchestra, Frideswide Ensemble, Canzona, 
Chameleon Arts Orchestra, Coro Euridice (Bologna), Coro di Teatro Comunale (Bologna), City 
Chamber Orchestra of Hong Kong and The Song Company (with whom he recorded the award-
winning music drama Quito for Tall Poppies). Peter has also led choral workshops with numerous UK 
choral societies and Early Music Fora. He was Chairman of the South West Early Music Forum from 
2008-12.

In 2008 Peter became an Honorary Research Fellow in the School of Arts and Humanities at Swansea 
University, with research focused upon seventeenth-century Jesuit and wider Catholic musical culture 
in the British Isles, an expansion of his doctoral studies on music at the Stuart Catholic courts 
(1660-1718). He is a regular contributor of scholarly articles and reviews to Early Music (OUP) and 
has written for other journals such as Eighteenth-Century Music, Music & Letters and Archivum 
Historicum Societatis Iesu. His recently rediscovered keyboard manuscript containing music 
attributed to the Jesuit composer Antoine Selosse (1621-87) was recorded on the Deux Elles label by 
Terence Charlston in 2010. Peter’s edition of the manuscript was published by Edition HH in 2008. 
Recent career highlights have included a guest appearance at the Teatro Comunale, Bologna, 
performing excerpts from the Selosse manuscript in Valenciennes, conducting the annual Evensong 
Weekend at Doesburg, The Netherlands, and directing the world premiére of For the Fallen, Requiem 
for 40 Commando, in October 2011 with Collegium Singers. 

For more information see www.peterleech.com
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1   Priiditye vospoim  (Come and sing, O ye people) 5.24
 Dimitry Bortnyansky (1751-1825) 

2   Da ispravitsya molitva  (Let my prayer be set forth) 3.40
 Bortnyansky

3   Raduitesya lyudie  (Rejoice, O ye people) 2.40
 Giuseppe Sarti (1729-1802)

4   Kheruvimskaya pyessn in D  (Cherubic Hymn) 3.53
 Bortnyansky

5   Plotiyu usnuv  (In the flesh thou didst fall asleep) 3.04
 Baldassare Galuppi (1706-85)

6   Oslavi mi da pochiyu  (Remove thy gaze from me)  3.48
 Bortnyansky

7   Kheruvimskaya pyessn in F  (Cherubic Hymn) 3.23
 Bortnyansky

8   Kheruvimskaya pressn in G  (Cherubic Hymn) 4.03
 Aleksandr Varlamov (1801-1848) 

9   Ekteniya pervaya  (Kyrie) 2.05
 Mikhail Glinka (1804-1857)
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10   Kheruvimskaya pyessn No.2  (Cherubic Hymn) 3.50
 Aleksei Fyodorovich Lvov (1798-1870) 

11   Kheruvimskaya pyessn in G  (Cherubic Hymn) 4.59
 Grigory Lvovsky (1830-94) 

12   Dostoino yest  (Blessing of the Virgin Mary) 2.31
 Piotyr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893)

13   Kheruvimskaya pyessn No.9  (Cherubic Hymn) 4.10
 Gavriil Yakimovich Lomakin (1812-1885)

14   Bogoroditsye dyevo  (Ave Maria)  2.23
 Sergey Rachmaninov (1873-1943)
 Total playing time 50.00

The acceptance by Russia of the Orthodox faith from Greek-speaking Byzantium meant that 
Russian liturgical music would be heavily influenced by Greek models. During the eleventh 
century a mixture of Greek and Slavic music emerged, notated by neumatic chant and known 
as znammyeny (from the word znamia, meaning sign, or neume). Although other forms of chant 
emerged alongside znammyeny during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, unaccompanied 
plainsong was the dominant form of music in Russian Orthodox liturgy until the early 
seventeenth century. 

Around 1500 a form of polyphony developed, early examples of which resembled a kind of 
‘descant’ style, with chant harmonized by two other voices, one above and one below - 
troyestrochnoye (three-line) singing. There was no use of imitation or canon, homophony 
(block chords) defined the rhythmic structure and there was no Western-style hierarchy of 
consonance and dissonance. Some later Russian composers returned to simple, homophonic 
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Bogorodityse, with Rachmaninov’s typical harmonic richness combined with an acute 
awareness of Orthodox traditions leading back to the eighteenth century, is a firm favourite in 
choral repertory. Since he marked the score ‘Andante leggiero’, we have opted for a slightly 
more brisk interpretation than might otherwise be encountered.

Performance note
When embarking upon a recording of Russian Orthodox choral works spanning a period of 150 
years there are always the inevitable questions of stylistic contrasts, principally, whether to 
adjust the tempi and choral sound of each piece according to its perceived chronological place. 
Much of this repertory is performed today by very large choirs, yet the Russian Imperial 
cappella of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries had an average membership of 30 
singers. It was therefore a conscious decision to perform all of the works with our standard 
chamber choral forces, with as transparent a choral tone as possible. These decisions were felt 
to be ideal for the rococo and late classical pieces, and brought an unexpected freshness and 

vitality to the much later ‘romantic’ items. Pitch 
standards in Russia varied over time. In 1796 Sarti 
apparently established St Petersburg pitch as 
A=436, extremely close to the modern standard of 
A=440 chosen for this recording.

Sleeve notes © Peter Leech 2012

PETER LEECH
An international award-winning conductor (First 
Prize at the 2003 Mariele Ventre International Choral 
Conducting Competition, Bologna), Peter has 
directed a wide variety of professional and amateur 
European and Australian ensembles with consistent 
critical acclaim. A specialist in music of the late 
Renaissance and early Baroque periods, his many 
interests include seventeenth-century English court 
music, Russian Orthodox choral music and Iberian 
polyphony from 1500-1700. He is also a composer 
and passionately committed to contemporary music. 
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For his Cherubic Hymn in G, Grigory Lvovsky opts for duple time. Instead of introducing new 
material for the Yako da Tsarya, he continues to develop the opening harmonic structures, 
incorporating them into this and the concluding Anglyski mi ne vidimo/Alliluia text. Born in 
Lvov (formerly Lemberg, Bessarabia) Lvovsky’s family name was taken from their native city 
after the first Russian census of the region. Grigory eventually served as director of the Imperial 
Chapel Choir in the 1880s and many of his works found their way into its repertory.

Piotyr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, who edited a ten-volume edition of Bortynansky’s choral works, 
is better known for his orchestral music than his sonorous and uplifting sacred compositions, 
although in recent times the latter have enjoyed increased exposure. In 1884 Tsar Alexander III 
met Tchaikovsky at an audience. Having heard the composer’s settings of the Liturgy of St John 
Chrysostom (1878) performed in the Imperial chapel, Alexander commissioned the composer 
to write Nine Liturgical Choruses, which includes Dostoino yest (‘It is truly fitting to bless You, 
O Virgin, ever-blessed and most pure’).

In 1822 the young Gavril Yakimovich Lomakin joined the private choir of Count Dimitry 
Sheremetev in St Petersburg. Lomakin’s father had been one of Sheremetev’s serfs, so it was 
musical skill alone that enabled his son to enjoy the benefits of an education which would 
otherwise have been denied to someone from the lower orders of society. When Lomakin’s 
voice broke in 1830 he was engaged as a singing teacher to the choir and appointed director in 
1850. From 1848-59 he also taught at the Imperial Chapel. His sacred works, composed mostly 
for the Sheremetev Choir, were composed in a style influenced by Bortynanski, with a uniquely 
forthright and dramatic effect, exemplified by his evocative B minor Cherubic Hymn No.9.

Although not from a religious background, Sergey Rachmaninov recalled having been exposed 
to Russian Orthodox music by his grandmother when he was a boy of 11. ‘We spent hours 
standing in the beautiful St Petersburg churches. Being only a young greenhorn, I took less 
interest in God and religious worship than in the singing, which was of unrivalled beauty.’ 
Having composed music for Liturgy of St John Chrysostom in 1910, Rachmaninov was 
encouraged to set the All-night Vigil, which includes Bogoroditsye dyevo (whose text 
corresponds roughly to the Ave Maria). The premiére performance took place in 1915 but the 
suppression of the church in 1917 meant that the music would not be recognised until the 1960s. 
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idioms as a means of understanding their early musical heritage, as demonstrated by Mikhail 
Glinka’s Ekteniya pervaya.

It was not until the early seventeenth century that Western harmonic music, by way of Poland 
and Ukraine, penetrated Russia successfully, chiefly through Tsar Mikhail Romanov’s ‘opening 
up’ of the country. Later, Patriarch Nikon’s liturgical reforms and the westward vision of Tsar 
Peter the Great would bring further changes. Nevertheless, by 1700 the repertory of the St 
Petersburg Imperial Chapel Choir was still dominated by a style heavily dependent upon 
homophony, with only occasional contrapuntal experiments. Stronger Western influences 
would be felt when central European musicians flocked to take up opportunities in Russia 
during the first decades of the eighteenth century. Even J.S.Bach, in a letter written to his former 
teacher Georg Erdmann in 1726 (at that time employed there), contemplated working in St 
Petersburg! A courtly preference for Italian music grew during the reign of Empress Anna 
(1730-40), who built an opera house and established a European-style court singing school 
under the Neapolitan composer Francesco Araja. During the reign of Elizabeth (1741-62) 
pro-Italian tendencies continued with the creation of a small Italian-style Imperial Cappella.

The reign of Catherine the Great (1762-96) marked a high point in the spread of Italian music 
in Russia. Famous today for her enlightened ideas, notorious love affairs, increasingly restless 
ambition, vanity and insecurity (the last due in no small part to her accession by palace 
revolution), Catherine was an educated German princess with a penchant for sophisticated 
European men of arts and letters. She was also a patron of music, although some scholars have 
emphasized her supposed indifference to it. In late 1765, after prolonged negotiations between 
St Petersburg and Venice, the composer Baldassare Galuppi took up the posts of Director of 
the Russian court theatre, and maestro di cappella of the Imperial Cappella, in succession to 
Francesco Manfredini. A pupil of Antonio Lotti, and former employee of the Ospedale dei 
Mendicanti and St Mark’s Basilica, Galuppi was then at the height of his fame. Catherine 
evidently saw Venice as a source of the best musicians; it was no coincidence that others hired 
by her (Cimarosa, Traetta and Sarti), had also been employed there. 

Galuppi has been credited with founding the new Italian style in Russia, but the groundwork 
had been at least partially laid by Manfredini and Araja. Galuppi enjoyed his chapel duties and 
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initiated a Venetian system of music education, although choral standards set by his 
predecessors were evidently high, since he claimed that he had ‘never heard such a magnificent 
choir in Italy’. Approximately 14 church works from Galuppi’s Russian period have survived. 
Plotiyu usnuv, an Easter work and highly effective multi-cultural fusion of Italianate rococo 
harmonies with Slavonic texts, is replete with the imitative counterpoint and harmonic 
suspensions of his Latin works and may have been heard by Empress Catherine during Holy 
Week in 1766. 

Galuppi left Russia in 1768 and was succeeded in the Court Theatre by Tommaso Traetta (until 
1774) and Giovanni Paisiello (from 1776-9). In 1782 Grand Duke Paul heard an opera by 
Giuseppe Sarti performed in Parma, and suggested him to Empress Catherine as a potential 
successor to Paisiello. In 1784 Sarti travelled to St Petersburg, via Vienna. Although Mozart, 
whom Sarti met en-route, spoke of the latter as ‘an honest, good man’, Sarti failed to insulate 
himself from invidious Russian court intrigues. During a period of estrangement, Prince 
Grigory Potemkin’s patronage led to Sarti’s rehabilitation, largely through the success of his 
new provincial Italian-style singing school. Sarti’s Raduityeysa lyudie, for Easter, is 
constructed with the bold Russian Imperial choral aesthetic in mind, yet its galante language is 
similar to late-eighteenth century ‘Neapolitan’ masses. Sarti, perhaps to a greater extent than 
other Italians in Russia, adapted his style to suit Russian requirements, earning great respect and 
admiration.

Dimitry Bortnyansky was one of the most famous native composers of church music from the 
so-called ‘Italian era’. Born in Ukraine, he began his career as an Imperial chapel chorister 
under Manfredini. When Galuppi returned to Italy, the Empress sponsored Bortynansky’s travel 
and study with the Italian master. After 11 years Bortynansky returned to Russia in 1779 to be 
the first court ‘director of ecclesiastical music’. The majority of his choral works are believed 
to date from the last quarter of the eighteenth century. In Oslavi mi, the finale of a larger work, 
Bortynansky demonstrates consummate contrapuntal fluency, allied with tremendous freedom 
and energy. In his settings of the Kheruvimskaya pyessn, a pivotal liturgical item in Orthodox 
liturgy (‘Let us emulate the cherubim in singing a song of three parts to the Trinity, having put 
aside the trivialities of our worldly life, so that we may receive God, who enters with hosts of 
invisible angels. Alleluia.’), he borrows from the fluid, quasi-sentimental style of late classical 

NI 6187 7

Italian music, typically infused with 7th chords. His bright and lively Priiditye vospoim is 
reminiscent of Sarti’s and Galuppi’s bright rococo thirds and sixths. The three-part Da 
ispravitsya molitva is a delightful combination of Italianate harmonies with the pre-Baroque 
Russian troyestrochnoye style. Hector Berlioz was so inspired by Bortynansky’s works when 
he heard them performed by the Imperial Cappella in 1847 that he arranged several for 
publication. 

During the early nineteenth century Russian choral music began to break free from the 
Bortynansky style, and although there were few possibilities for the expression of nationalist 
sentiment at the Imperial Cappella, composers associated with it nevertheless developed their 
own unique choral languages. Aleksei Lvov was the son of Feodor Lvov, Bortynansky’s 
successor as Director of the Imperial Cappella. Alongside musical activity, Aleksei served in 
the Imperial Army as an engineer, later, as a General, becoming an aide-de-camp to Tsar 
Nicholas I. He is famous for having composed the Russian national anthem ‘God save the Tsar’, 
but his Orthodox choral works, written during his tenure (after his Father) as Imperial choir 
director (1837-61), are little-known outside Russia. It had long been traditional in Russian 
church music to set the Cherubic Hymn as a tripartite structure followed by a concluding coda, 
respecting the liturgical textual implication ‘song of three parts’. Parts one and two of his 
Kheruvimskaya pyessn No.2 are harmonically identical, but in the third strain at zhityeskoye 
a subtle A flat in the soprano line pre-empts a different ending in preparation for otlozhim 
popychyeniye. This is followed by a faster Yako da Tsarya vsyekh podimyem (‘That we may 
receive the King of All, who comes invisibly upborne by the angelic host. Alleluia.’). Similar 
extensions of the third strain before the finale also occur in Cherubic Hymns by Bortynansky, 
Lvovsky and Alexsandr Varlamov. 

Varlamov was employed as a singing teacher at the Imperial Choir School from 1829-32. Like 
Lvov, his music is little known in the West. Within the slow, triple-time homophonic treatment 
expected of a hymn, Varlamov nevertheless creates deeply rich sonorities in the 
Kheruvimskaya pyessn in G, and demonstrates graceful and effortless craftsmanship when 
dealing with the natural syllabic stresses of the text. 
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In Russia, despite the westward vision of Tsar Peter the Great by 1700 the repertory of the St Petersburg Imperial
Chapel Choir was still dominated by a style heavily dependent upon homophony. Stronger Western influences
would be felt when central European musicians flocked to take up opportunities in Russia during the first decades
of the eighteenth century.  A courtly preference for Italian music grew, reaching a high point during the reign of
Catherine the Great (1762-96), influencing two centuries of ethereal and spine-tingling Orthodox choral works.
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