
 

 

 

 

 

A Study of Sergei Rachmaninoff’s All-Night Vigil 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Janson C. Guillen 

Music 50423: Choral Literature 

December 8, 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 
 

 Rachmaninoff was one of the most prevalent composers of Russian choral music and his 

All-Night Vigil is widely regarded as one of the monuments of choral music. This paper’s aim is 

to demonstrate how Rachmaninoff’s All-Night Vigil, Op. 37 stands out as one of the most notable 

choral works through the analysis of the piece’s historical background, religious context, textual 

aspects, and compositional techniques.   

The Life and Music of Sergei Rachmaninoff 

 Sergei Vasilyevich Rachmaninoff was the second born of Lyubov and Vasily 

Rachmaninoff on March 20, 1873. Rachmaninoff lived on the Oneg countryside when he began 

to exhibit signs of musical ability. His mother, Lyubov, hired pianist, Anna Ornatskaya to teach 

lessons to Sergei. The piano lessons with Ornatskaya were short lived as Sergei’s father, Vasily, 

spent the family’s finances and was forced to sell the estate at Oneg and move to St. Petersburg 

during the early 1880s. Sergei was awarded a scholarship to enroll at the St. Petersburg 

Conservatory and study piano with Gustav Kross, an acclaimed pianist who gave the first 

Russian performance of Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto No. 1 in B Flat Minor, Op. 23 in 1875. 

This experience was once again short lived due to a diphtheria epidemic that swept through St. 

Petersburg and affected Sergei, his older brother, Vladimir, and sister, Sofiya. While Vladimir 

and Sergei recovered, Sofiya succumbed to the illness. Shortly after, the parents divorced, 

leaving Lyubov to take care of Vladimir and Sergei.  

The divorce impacted Sergei’s grades and during the spring of 1885, he failed his core 

classes and was in danger of losing his scholarship at the St. Petersburg Conservatory. In order to 

keep Sergei on track, Lyubov searched for a piano teacher known for their extreme demands and 

discipline. A former student of Franz Liszt, Alexander Ziloti, recommended that Sergei take 

lessons from Nikolay Zverev, who was known for his harsh teaching. Sergei was forced to move 
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to Moscow and live in Zverev’s apartment while taking lessons. Zverev was strict; forcing 

Rachmaninoff to begin practicing from six o’clock in the morning to two o’clock in the 

afternoon. It was under Zverev that Rachmaninoff improved his piano skills and began 

composing. By 1887, Rachmaninoff had composed three nocturnes for piano in F sharp minor, F 

major, and C minor. He also composed Romance in F sharp minor, Prélude in E flat minor, 

Mélodie in E major, and Gavotte in D major that were to be combined for Rachmaninoff’s first 

opus but were never published. During the spring of 1888, Rachmaninoff enrolled at the Moscow 

Conservatory. During the fall of 1888, Rachmaninoff studied piano under Alexander Ziloti, 

counterpoint under Sergey Taneyev, and harmony under Anton Arensky. Taking classes with 

Taneyev and Arensky, Rachmaninoff’s compositional skills improved immensely. Rachmaninoff 

graduated with honors from the Moscow Conservatory on May 24, 1889 but continued to study 

at the Conservatory until 1892.1 

Rachmaninoff’s life as a composer can be divided into three periods, indexed by where 

he lived. Rachmaninoff’s first period of compositions occurred from 1890 to 1896. While he was 

a student at Moscow Conservatory from 1890 to 1892, Rachmaninoff composed his Piano 

Concerto, Op. 1, Elegiac Trio in G Minor, Russian Rhapsody for two pianos, Youth Symphony, a 

symphonic poem titled Prince Rostislav, and an opera titled Aleko. After his student years, 

Rachmaninoff composed as a free artist from 1892 to 1896. During this time, he composed 

opuses two through sixteen. Rachmaninoff’s second period of compositions occurred from 1900 

to 1917 while he lived in Moscow, Dresden, and Ivanovka. He lived in Moscow from 1900 to 

1906 and wrote opuses seventeen through twenty-six. Rachmaninoff moved to Dresden in 1906 

and lived there until 1909, when he composed opuses twenty-seven through twenty-nine. 

 
1 Geoffrey Norris, Rachmaninoff (New York, NY: Schirmer Books, 1994), 1-10.   
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Rachmaninoff moved again to Ivanovka in 1909 and lived there until 1917, when he composed 

opuses thirty through thirty-nine and revised his first piano concerto. Rachmaninoff’s third 

period of composition is defined by his move to the New World in 1921 until two years before 

his death in 1941. During Rachmaninoff’s third period, he composed piano transcriptions, opuses 

forty through forty-five, and revised his fourth concerto.2 Rachmaninoff’s compositional output 

consists of six operas, ten choral works, nineteen orchestral works, eleven chamber works, 

twenty-nine piano works, twenty-two solo vocal works, sixteen arrangements for piano, and one 

arrangement for piano and violin.3 

As a pianist, Rachmaninoff was not regarded as a prodigy player and began lessons later 

in his childhood. It was not until he began lessons with Zverev that Rachmaninoff’s piano 

abilities improved and helped start up his career as a musician. During his second year of piano 

lessons with Zverev, Rachmaninoff was awarded the Rubinstein Scholarship and played in 

student concerts. From 1885 to 1887, Rachmaninoff performed Bach’s Prelude in A Minor, 

Étude in D Major by Henselt, and the second and third movements of Beethoven’s Sonata in E 

Flat, Op. 31. Rachmaninoff attended many of Anton Rubinstein’s performances and he had great 

admiration for the pianist. After graduating from Moscow Conservatory, Rachmaninoff focused 

on his career as a composer, but did appear as a piano soloist at the Moscow Electrical 

Exhibition in September 1892. His repertoire included Rubinstein’s D Minor Concerto, Chopin’s 

Berceuse, Liszt’s arrangement of the Waltz from Gounod’s Faust, and Rachmaninoff’s own C 

Sharp Minor Prelude. His performance was harshly critiqued, especially in comparison to the 

 
2 Barrie Martyn, Rachmaninoff Composer, Pianist, Conductor (England: Scolar Press, 1990), 19-21.  
3 Geoffrey Norris, “Works,” in Rachmaninoff [Rakhmaninov, Rachmaninov], Serge,  

https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-

9781561592630-e-0000050146. 

 

https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000050146
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-0000050146
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debut of a young Josef Lhevinne. Despite early criticism, Rachmaninoff performed in over one 

thousand concerts in North America and Europe in mostly recital or concerto performances. Of 

his concerto performances, Rachmaninoff played his own compositions on 318 occasions. This 

number is significant when compared to the performances where he played from the concertos of 

Beethoven, Liszt, Schumann, Scraibin, and Tchaikovsky only forty-seven times.4  

As a conductor, Rachmaninoff did not obtain a lot of experience throughout his early life. 

He directed his motet Deus Meus in 1891 and his opera Aleko three times in 1893. Similar to his 

early career as a pianist, Rachmaninoff was harshly critiqued. During the first night of Aleko the 

Young Gypsy and Zemfira stopped singing midway through a duet, and critics blamed the 

singers as well as Rachmaninoff’s lack of skill. It is thought that Rachmaninoff began his 

conducting career after the failure of his first symphony. It was after this failure that he joined 

Mamontov’s Private Opera as the assistant conductor.5 Despite his early failures, it is estimated 

that Rachmaninoff conducted in over 1,300 performances from 1891 to 1941. On the podium, 

Rachmaninoff conducted numerous opera productions, symphonies, concertos, choral works, 

suites, and for recordings.6 

 Rachmaninoff struggled with his mental health starting at an early age. From the family 

divorce, death, financial ruin, academic failure, moving away from family to pursue piano 

lessons, and the sheer amount of harsh criticism as a musician, conductor, and composer, it is 

amazing that Rachmaninoff did not give up on his musicianship and pursuing further academic 

studies. Without his perseverance, the music and Orthodox communities would not have 

acquired such profound literature like the All-Night Vigil.  

 
4 Barrie Martyn, Rachmaninoff Composer, Pianist, Conductor (England: Scolar Press, 1990), 387-395. 
5 Martyn, Rachmaninoff Composer, Pianist, Conductor, 509. 
6 Martyn, Rachmaninoff Composer, Pianist, Conductor, 532-562.  
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The Music of the Russian Orthodox Tradition 

Growing up in the Russian Orthodox church, Rachmaninoff’s All-Night Vigil also abides 

by the compositional traditions of the Russian liturgy. One of the most important traditions of the 

Russian liturgy is chant, which was brought to Russia from Byzantium. The Russians developed 

this Byzantine chant into their own form of chant known as Znamenny. Beginning in the tenth-

century, Russian chant was often sung by all male voices with a drone in the bass. The original 

Byzantine chant was heavily influenced by Slavonic folk music and the original Greek text had 

been converted to Russian. The addition of symbols to indicate melodic direction is what gave 

Znamenny chant its name.7 Characteristics of Znamenny chant includes diatonicism, conjunct 

motion, mostly stepwise motion with skips at cadences, mostly quarter and half note rhythmic 

values with whole notes appearing at the ends of phrases, with melodic movement according to 

the text. Melodic formulas, knows as “octoechos,” grouped melodies by melodic patterns instead 

of scale patterns.8 The Russian Orthodox tradition is heavily based on using the voice and the 

choirs were to sing without instrumental accompaniment.9 

 During the middle of the seventeenth-century, the music of the Russian liturgy was 

influenced by western European music in an attempt to “modernize.” Russian liturgical music 

lost its sense of nationalism until the nineteenth century. From 1735 to 1826, Russian liturgical 

music observed harmonies tied to Italian music and from 1826 to 1885, the Russian liturgical 

 
7 Stephen Henry Prussing, “Compositional Techniques in Rachmaninoff’s ‘Vespers, Op. 37’” (PhD diss., 

Catholic University of America, 1980), 6-7, 

http://library.tcu.edu/PURL/EZproxy_link.asp?/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-

theses/compositional-techniques-rachmaninoffs-vespers/docview/303017653/se-2?accountid=7090.  
8 Eric Kenneth Loftis, “An Investigation of the Textual Contrasts in Sergei Rachmaninov’s ‘Night Vigil,’ 

Opus 37” (PhD diss., University of Southern Mississippi, 1980), 15-20, 

http://library.tcu.edu.ezproxy.tcu.edu/PURL/EZproxy_link.asp?/login?url=https://www-proquest-

com.ezproxy.tcu.edu/dissertations-theses/investigation-textural-contrasts-sergei/docview/303056569/se-

2?accountid=7090. 
9 Prussing, “Compositional Techniques in Rachmaninoff’s ‘Vespers, Op. 37’”, 6. 

http://library.tcu.edu/PURL/EZproxy_link.asp?/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/compositional-techniques-rachmaninoffs-vespers/docview/303017653/se-2?accountid=7090
http://library.tcu.edu/PURL/EZproxy_link.asp?/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/compositional-techniques-rachmaninoffs-vespers/docview/303017653/se-2?accountid=7090
http://library.tcu.edu.ezproxy.tcu.edu/PURL/EZproxy_link.asp?/login?url=https://www-proquest-com.ezproxy.tcu.edu/dissertations-theses/investigation-textural-contrasts-sergei/docview/303056569/se-2?accountid=7090
http://library.tcu.edu.ezproxy.tcu.edu/PURL/EZproxy_link.asp?/login?url=https://www-proquest-com.ezproxy.tcu.edu/dissertations-theses/investigation-textural-contrasts-sergei/docview/303056569/se-2?accountid=7090
http://library.tcu.edu.ezproxy.tcu.edu/PURL/EZproxy_link.asp?/login?url=https://www-proquest-com.ezproxy.tcu.edu/dissertations-theses/investigation-textural-contrasts-sergei/docview/303056569/se-2?accountid=7090


6 
 

music observed harmonies tied to German Romantic music. Composers like Rimsky-Korsakov, 

Liadov, Kastalsky, Chesnokov, and Shvedov began the movement to regain a sense of 

nationalism by placing more emphasis on the original chants. Rachmaninoff furthered his 

knowledge and love of the Russian Orthodox chant melodies by studying with a scholar of 

Orthodox chant and composer named Stepan Smolensky. Rachmaninoff utilizes the Znamenny, 

Greek, Kiev, and Bulgarian chants in his All-Night Vigil.10 

Historical and Religious Contexts of the All-Night Vigil 

 The All-Night Vigil was composed in less than two weeks during January and February of 

1915. In an interview with Oskar Von Riesemann, Rachmaninoff says that “The impulse to 

compose it came to me after hearing a performance of my Liturgy, which I did not like at all.”11 

Rachmaninoff was referring to his Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom which did not follow the strict 

Russian Orthodox traditions very well.12 The All-Night Vigil did follow the Orthodox church’s 

rules which include that certain parts of the All-Night Vigil service music must include 

traditional chants like Znamenny, Greek, and Kiev, and six pieces may allow for the composer to 

write original melodies. 

 When Rachmaninoff completed his All-Night Vigil, he played the piece for Kastalsky and 

Nikolai Danilin, the director and conductor of the Moscow Synodical Choir. Rachmaninoff 

described that after he played the ending passage of the fifth movement, “Lord, Now Lettest 

Thou Thy Servant Depart in Peace,” that features the basses singing down to the low B-flat 

under the bass clef, Danilin shook his head at Rachmaninoff and said, “Now where on earth are 

 
10 Loftis, “An Investigation of the Textual Contrasts in Sergei Rachmaninov’s ‘Night Vigil,’ Opus 37”, 21-

28,  
11 Oskar Von Riesemann, Rachmaninoff’s Recollections (London: George Allen & Unwin LTD, 1934), 

176.  
12  Prussing, “Compositional Techniques in Rachmaninoff’s ‘Vespers, Op. 37’”, 6.  
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we to find such basses? They are as rare as asparagus at Christmas!” Rachmaninoff writes that 

“Nevertheless, he [Danilin] did find them. I knew the voices of my countrymen, and I well knew 

what demands I could make upon Russian basses!”13 Kastalsky adored the All-Night Vigil and 

conducted its premiere on March 10, 1915, in Moscow, Russia. The premiere was performed for 

the benefit of war relief during World War I. Rachmaninoff was satisfied with the performance 

and was praised by audiences, musicians, and critics like acclaimed composer, Prokofiev, and his 

former teacher, Taneyev. The Moscow Synodical Choir performed the All-Night Vigil on five 

more occasions over the next month.14 Rachmaninoff dedicated the All-Night Vigil to 

Smolensky, who died in 1914.15 

 The All-Night Vigil service occurs before important festivals in the Russian Orthodox 

church. Rachmaninoff utilized psalms, canticles, and hymns from the Divine Offices of Vespers 

and Matins to create his All-Night Vigil. The All-Night Vigil service implies that the service is to 

last all night; however, it only lasts about three hours under current Orthodox practice. As 

mentioned before, the Orthodox tradition expects that specific chants be used for certain parts of 

the service music. Rachmaninoff was able to take these chant melodies (as well as the original 

melodies he composed) and texts to construct profound choral music.16 

 The chant melodies in the All-Night Vigil vary by piece and some are created by 

Rachmaninoff himself , while other pieces use preexisting chant melodies from the Russian 

Orthodox tradition. The melodies that used in the fifteen movements of Rachmaninoff’s All-

Night Vigil are found on the next page (see table 1).  

 
13 Oskar Von Riesemann, Rachmaninoff’s Recollections (London: George Allen & Unwin LTD, 1934), 

176.  
14 Sergei Bertensson and Jay Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff A Lifetime in Music (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 

University Press, 2001), 190-192.  
15 Robert Walker, Rachmaninoff His Life and Times (Kent, TN: Midas Books, 1980), 76.  
16 Max Harrison, Rachmaninoff Life, Works, and Recordings (London: Continuum, 2005), 196. 
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Movement Title (In English) Chant Origins 

O Come, Let Us Worship Rachmaninoff 

Bless the Lord, O My Soul Greek 

Blessed is the Man Rachmaninoff 

Gladsome Radiance Kiev 

Now Lettest Thou Thy Servant Depart Kiev 

Ave Maria Rachmaninoff 

Glory be to God (The Six Psalms) Znamenny 

Praise Ye the Name of the Lord Znamenny 

Blessed Art Thou, O Lord Znamenny 

The Veneration of the Cross Rachmaninoff 

Magnificat Rachmaninoff 

Gloria in Excelsis Znamenny 

Today Hath Salvation Come Znamenny 

When Thou, O Lord, Hadst Arisen Znamenny 

To the Mother of God Greek 

 
Table 1. Types of chants used in the All-Night Vigil 

Source: Loftis, “An Investigation of the Textual Contrasts in Sergei Rachmaninov’s ‘Night Vigil,’ Opus 37”, 57. 

 

 

Textural and Musical Analysis of the All-Night Vigil 

 This portion of the paper will look at the textual and musical components of the first eight 

movements of Rachmaninoff’s All-Night Vigil, Op. 37. Because of their shorter duration, flow, 
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and exciting musical nature, the first eight movements can be programmed in a concert setting, 

while the remaining movements can make the major work feel stalled. 

 The first movement of the All-Night Vigil is “Priidite, Poklonimsya,” or “Come Let us 

Worship.” The text for this movement is an extension of the sixth verse of Psalm 95 (see figure 

1).17 

 

Figure 1. Text and translation for movement one of the All-Night Vigil  

Source:  Sergei Rachmaninoff, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, ed. Vladimir Morosan and Alexander Ruggieri (Madison, 

CT: Musica Russica, 1992), vii.  

 

  This first movement is used by Rachmaninoff as an invitation to worship, using the word 

“us” frequently in the English text. The piece begins on a seven-part, rhythmically elongated C-

major chord, with the choir singing “Amen.” Rachmaninoff creates a chant-like setting by not 

utilizing many bar lines and not writing a time signature. Rachmaninoff doubles the melodic 

content of the soprano one and two line with the tenor one and two in order for his chant melody 

to predominate the texture, as shown on the next page (see figure 1.1).  

 
17 Prussing, “Compositional Techniques in Rachmaninoff’s ‘Vespers, Op. 37’”, 45.. 
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Figure 1.1. First page of movement one, demonstrating the main theme 

Source:  Rachmaninoff, Morosan and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 1. 

 

The poco allegro tempo marking allows the piece to rhythmically flow, despite the 

feeling of repetition throughout the four sections, which create an a, a’, a’’, a’’’ form. 

Throughout the piece, there is an emphasis on the A-major chords, which act as the V of D-

minor. The first three sections cadence on a phrygian half cadence, while the final section 

cadences on a G-major sonority to set the listener up for the second movement, which begins on 

a C-major chord. 

 The second movement of the All-Night Vigil is “Blagoslovi, Dushe Moya, Ghospoda,” or 

“Bless the Lord, O My Soul.” The text for this movement comes from verses one, six, and 

twenty-four from Psalm 104.18 

 
18 Stephen Henry Prussing, “Compositional Techniques in Rachmaninoff’s ‘Vespers, Op. 37’”, 52.  
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Figure 2. Text and translation for movement two. 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, vii.  

 

 In the second movement, Rachmaninoff employs an alto soloist to sing the Greek chant 

melody. There is no question about the tonality in this movement; it’s in C-major. Rachmaninoff 

begins this movement similar to the first movement with an “Amen” on a C-major chord, this 

time in a four-part open sonority. Rachmaninoff writes many time signature changes between 

4/2, 3/2, 2/2, and 9/4 with a Moderato tempo marking. The time signature switches are likely to 

accommodate for the varying rhythmic values in the alto soloist’s chant line.  

 This movement frequently alternates between two choral textures. The first choral texture 

features the alto soloist with a four-part tenor and bass line that acts as the soloist’s 

accompaniment. The tenor and bass harmonies are close in spacing and are comprised of whole 

and half notes with occasional quarter notes occurring between the tenor two and baritone lines. 

An example of the first choral texture is shown on the next page (see figure 2.1). 
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Figure 2.1. First choral texture featuring alto soloist, tenors, and basses 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 6.  

 

The second choral texture features a four-part soprano and alto line with the tenor one 

occasionally joining the sopranos and altos. This second choral texture acts as the refrain of the 

piece and frequently returns after the first choral texture is featured (see figure 2.2). 

 

Figure 2.2. Second choral texture featuring sopranos, altos, and tenors 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 7.  
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The sections of this piece constitute an a, b, a’, b’, a’’, b’’, a’’’, b’’’, a’’’’, b’’’’, with an 

ending coda that cadences on a seven-part C-major chord. The final C-major chord will act as the 

V for the third movement that begins in F-major. 

 The third movement of the All-Night Vigil is “Blazhen Muzh,” or “Blessed is the Man.” 

The text is taken from Psalm one, verses one and seven, Psalm two, verses eleven and twelve, 

and Psalm three, verses seven and eight (see figure 3).19 

 

Figure 3. Text and translation for movement three 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, vii.  

 

 The third movement’s form is very clear, featuring two verses utilizing the three psalms, 

with an Alleluia refrain after each verse, a Gloria Patri verse, and three Alleluia refrains. It is 

likely that Rachmaninoff utilizes three psalms and three final refrains to symbolize the Holy 

Trinity. This movement is mostly unmetered with barlines used to separate the psalm verses 

from the Alleluias. Each verse is sung by the first and second altos with the first and second 

 
19 Prussing, “Compositional Techniques in Rachmaninoff’s ‘Vespers, Op. 37’”, 63.  
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tenors. Each repetition features slight melodic and harmonic variations while staying in the key 

of F-major and cadencing in the relative minor of D-minor (see figure 3.1).  

    
Figure 3.1. The sopranos, altos, and tenors demonstrate the main theme for this movement  

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 13.  

 

Each Alleluia refrain is sung in a five-part choral texture with the sopranos singing 

Rachmaninoff’s chant melody, with slight melodic and harmonic variations with each repetition 

(see figure 3.2). 

 

Figure 3.2. The choir demonstrates the repeated secondary theme 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 17. 
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The first two refrains are in F-major, the third in B-flat major, the fourth in C-major, the 

fifth in B-flat major, the sixth in F-major, the Gloria Patri in F-major, the seventh refrain in G-

minor, and the eighth refrain (which can be considered a coda) in F-major. The first six refrains 

cadence in their respective relative minor keys, while the seventh refrain cadences in G-minor 

and the eighth refrain cadencing in D-minor.  

 The fourth movement in the All-Night Vigil is “Svete Tihiy,” or “Gladsome Light.” The 

text is taken from a third-century candle lighting hymn (see figure 4).20 

 

Figure 4. Text and translation for movement four 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, viii. 

 

 In this movement, Rachmaninoff employs an extended choral texture with a tenor soloist, 

a first and second soprano, a first and second alto, a first, second, and third tenor, and a first, 

second, and third bass line (SSAATTTBBB). While there are barlines to indicate measures, 

Rachmaninoff again does not write a time signature, as any given measure can have different 

beat amounts. This piece stays in a C-natural minor tonality. Rachmaninoff opens the movement 

 
20  Prussing, “Compositional Techniques in Rachmaninoff’s ‘Vespers, Op. 37’”, 74.  



16 
 

with the first tenors singing the Kiev chant alone for two measures before the second soprano 

and second alto enter as accompaniment. A cascade of entrances from the first soprano, first alto, 

second tenor, and third bass occur in the proceeding measures. The general roles for the voice 

parts act as accompaniment to the chant with the third bass part acting like an organ pedal, 

constantly sustaining notes on the E-flat below the bass clef (see figure 4.1).  

 
Figure 4.1. Extended choral texture and the cascade of vocal parts 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 23. 

 

Rachmaninoff does a fantastic job of employing the extended choral parts in a natural 

way that fills out the harmonic series, even through the chromatic passing chords. The movement 

cadences on a C-minor chord, serving as the supertonic chord to B-flat minor in the following 

movement. 
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 Movement five of the All-Night Vigil is “Nyne Otpushchayeschi,” or “Lord, Now Lettest 

Thou Thy Servant Depart in Peace.” This movement is also referred to as the Nunc Dimittis in 

the Latin translations and uses the text from Simeon’s prayer (see figure 5).21 

 

Figure 5. Text and translation for movement five 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, viii.  

 

 Movement five features many similarities to the previous movement. Both utilize a 

natural minor key (this movement in B-flat natural minor), a tenor soloist, divided and extended 

choral parts, a Kiev-based chant, and ostinato. Rachmaninoff opens the piece with both alto parts 

and the tenor moving between a G-flat major chord and a B-flat minor seven in ostinato fashion 

while the tenor soloist sings the Kiev chant melody (see figure 5.1). 

Figure 5.1. Demonstration of ostinato and Kiev chant in the tenor 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 27 

 
21  Prussing, “Compositional Techniques in Rachmaninoff’s ‘Vespers, Op. 37’”, 81.  
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  As the piece progresses, Rachmaninoff seamlessly adds more choral parts to fill out the 

texture very slowly. For context, the basses are the final choral part to be included and do not 

enter until the third page.  

One of the most gorgeous moments of this piece is its climax. As the choir texture 

thickens, the dynamic increases ever so slowly, still in ostinato fashion, until we reach a 

fortissimo D-flat major sonority with all voice parts except alto in their high registers 

respectively. Immediately following the climax, Rachmaninoff writes a quick decrescendo to a 

piano dynamic as the texture thins to only the first and second sopranos sustaining a whole note 

(see figure 5.2). 

Figure 5.2. Musical climax of movement five 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 30. 

 

The centerpiece moment for this movement is the ending two measures which feature the 

second basses singing a slow, descending B-flat minor scale down to the B-flat below the bass 

clef on the next page (see figure 5.3).  
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Figure 5.3. Concluding measures of movement five featuring the famous low B flat.  

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 31.  

 

The sixth movement of the All-Night Vigil is “Bogoroditse Devo,” or “Rejoice, O 

Virgin.” This movement may also be referred to as the “Ave Maria” in the Latin translations. 

The text is taken from Luke one, verses twenty-eight and forty-two, although the Russian version 

does not contain the ending words, “Pray for us now and in the hour of our death.” In the context 

of the All-Night Vigil service which combines the evening and morning services of Vespers and 

Matins, this sixth movement would conclude the Vespers portion of the service (see figure 6).22 

 

Figure 6. Text and translation for movement six 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, viii 

 
22  Prussing, “Compositional Techniques in Rachmaninoff’s ‘Vespers, Op. 37’”, 88. 
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 This movement is the most recognized piece from the entire All-Night Vigil and is often 

the most sung piece from the choral work because of its limited range (especially for the basses), 

minimal divisi in the choral parts, tessitura, length, andante tempo, and a firm time signature of 

4/4 with one change to a 6/4 time signature. Until measure thirteen, the piece is in a four-part 

texture with the soprano singing the Rachmaninoff-created chant melody, and the bottom three 

voices moving in homorhythm with the soprano melody (see figure 6.1). 

Figure 6.1. Beginning measures of movement six 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 32.  

 

The piece stays in a F-major tonality with zero accidentals and zero surprises in harmonic 

progression. Rachmaninoff’s counterpoint in this movement is impressive and resembles that of 

a Bach chorale. The fantastic counterpoint also allows for a natural phrase shape that is 

consistent throughout the piece. In regard to phrasing, Rachmaninoff does not incorporate any 

more phrase markings in comparison to other pieces; however, the slow tempo can make the 

listener believe that this piece has more phrase shape than other movements.  
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At measure fourteen, the four-part homophonic texture concludes with the altos divided 

into two parts with an ostinato melody with quarter and eighth note values that could represent 

the cradling motion of Jesus. The sopranos and tenors have a countermelody in their respective 

octaves with mostly whole and half note values that could represent the flying angels. Although 

the soprano and tenor countermelody are written a full dynamic lower than the alto’s melody 

(pianissimo versus piano), the countermelody pairs perfectly (see figure 6.2). 

 

Figure 6.2. Demonstration of ostinato and melody versus countermelody 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 33. 

 

The climax of this piece occurs at measure twenty-one, with a dramatic crescendo to 

fortissimo being demanded from all four voice parts in the preceding measure. During the 

climax, the first and second sopranos are doubled in octaves with the first and second tenors 
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while the altos and basses sing the melody in octaves. Rachmaninoff writes a dramatic 

decrescendo to pianissimo at measure 24 to conclude the climax (see figure 6.3). 

Figure 6.3. Concluding measures of movement six’s climax 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 34. 

 

Three proceeding measures conclude the piece in a solemn, reflective manner with the 

final chord sung at a pianississimo dynamic. It is in this solemn mood that Rachmaninoff 

perfectly ends the Vespers portion of the All-Night Vigil service.  

The seventh movement of the All-Night Vigil can go by many titles: “Shestopsalmiye,” or 

“The Six Psalms” because the Six Psalms are typically read aloud during a real All-Night Vigil 

service, “Gloria in Excelsis” because of the English translation of the text, and “The Lesser 

Doxology” as which is found in Rachmaninoff’s autograph due to his use of only a portion of the 



23 
 

znamenny chant titled “The Great Doxology.” This movement begins the Matins portion of the 

All-Night Vigil service (see figure 7).23 

 

Figure 7. Text and translation for movement seven 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, viii. 

 

The seventh movement begins with a rather thin texture between the second soprano, 

altos, first tenors, and second tenors. Rachmaninoff uses extended choral divisi in this piece, with 

eleven choral parts singing at the climax of the piece. Rachmaninoff writes the znamenny chant 

melody in the second soprano and alto parts in the beginning, utilizing the first and second tenors 

as accompaniment (see figure 7.1). 

 

Figure 7.1. Opening measures of movement seven 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 36. 

 
23 Prussing, “Compositional Techniques in Rachmaninoff’s ‘Vespers, Op. 37’”, 95.  
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At measure four, Rachmaninoff writes for the baritone line to enter, and the second bass 

line enters at the proceeding measure. Throughout the piece, the bass’s role will be to serve as a 

low drone, similar to an organ pedal. By measure five, the altos are alone in singing the chant 

melody while Rachmaninoff employs three soprano parts and three tenor parts to accompany the 

chant melody. This choral texture will continue until the climax of the piece at measure eleven, 

where Rachmaninoff employs three soprano parts, two alto parts, three tenor parts, and three 

bass parts. It is evident in the climax that Rachmaninoff is attempting to imitate bell-like sounds, 

possibly representing the pealing of bells that may occur to indicate the Matins portion of the 

service has begun (see figure 7.2). 

Figure 7.2. Demonstration of extended choral parts and representation of bell pealing in the climax 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 38. 

 

 The piece concludes in a mostly four-part texture with occasional divisi in the alto and 

bass parts. While the harmonic progression is not similar, the switch to a chorale-like texture 

with fantastic counterpoint is similar to that of movement six.  
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The eighth movement of the All-Night Vigil is “Hvalite Imia Ghospodne,” or “Praise the 

Name of the Lord.” The text originates from Psalm 135, verses one and twenty-one, and Psalm 

136, verses one and twenty-six (see figure 8).24 

 

Figure 8. Text and translation for movement eight 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, viii. 

 

 The eighth movement stays firmly diatonic in the key of A-flat major, mostly in a 4/4 

time signature with occasional changes to a 6/4 time signature, and contains extended choral 

divisi with three soprano parts, two alto parts, three tenor parts, and three bass parts 

(SSSAATTTBBB). There are also defined sections within this piece, which constitute an a, b, a’, 

and concludes with only the second half of the b section.  

 The piece begins with the first, second, and third sopranos and first and second tenors and 

serve as an active accompaniment line to the altos and basses who are singing the znamenny 

 
24 Prussing, “Compositional Techniques in Rachmaninoff’s ‘Vespers, Op. 37’”, 101-102.  
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chant melody in octaves. Throughout the piece, the altos and basses will sing a line from their 

chant and then join the sopranos and tenors rejoicing “Alleluia,” (see figure 8.1). 

Figure 8.1. Demonstration of extended choral parts with doubled alto and bass singing the chant 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 40. 

 

At measure twelve, the altos lead the choir into the B section through a repeated E-flat 

note, declaiming “Alleluia.” As the alto fades, the tenor and three-part bass parts take over the 

line in their low registers. Rachmaninoff doubles the tenor and second bass parts in octaves so 

that the Znamenny chant melody predominates the texture (see figure 8.2). 

Figure 8.2. Demonstration of the Znamenny chant occurring in the tenor and bass one line 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, vii.  
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The final two measures of the B section is used as transitional material into the A-prime 

section and is also used as the final coda at the end of the piece. The A-prime section’s 

difference in comparison to the A-section is how Rachmaninoff utilizes a modal five chord to 

also highlight the slight melodic difference in the Znamenny chant. The utilization of the modal 

five chord (see figure 8.3). 

Figure 8.3. Recurrence of the A-theme 

Source: Rachmaninoff, Morosan, and Ruggieri, All-Night Vigil, Op. 37, 45. 

 

 The movement by using the same melodic, rhythmic, and textual content from measures 

nineteen through the first half of measure twenty-one in measures forty-one through forty-four. 

Rachmaninoff leaves the listener with a pianissimo, solemn “Alleluia.” 

Conclusion 

 Sergei Rachmaninoff’s All-Night Vigil is well acclaimed and has been considered one of 

the monuments of choral music. The All-Night Vigil’s historical background of being composed 
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in less than two weeks is remarkable considering the high praise it has always received. The All-

Night Vigil’s ability to be performed in a concert setting as well as in a liturgical context, places 

it on the same tier as other acclaimed choral works that possess the same capabilities. The 

compositional techniques and detail of Rachmaninoff is what makes the All-Night Vigil a 

monument of choral music. 
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