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Jopi Harri

On the polyphonic chant of                              

Valaam1 Monastery

Valaam is among the handful of pre-Revolutionary Russian monasteries to 
publish church music anthologies of their common church chants.2 The rela-
tively well-known Valaam Obikhod,3 rendered in monody, contains a fair se-
lection of materials for various divine services. The fact that the Obikhod is 
monodic may suggest that the traditional monastic singing of Valaam was 
monophonic. However, when other evidence is taken into account, it emerges 
that the reality is quite different.

As a consequence of the Winter War, the Valaam Archipelago, which had 
been part of Finland since 1812, was ceded to the Soviet Union. The monastery 
was evacuated to mainland Finland by March 1940.4 In the following summer, 
a mansion was acquired in Heinävesi, and after hasty emergency repairs, the 

1 The form “Valaam” is preferred throughout this paper; however, “Valamo”, the tradi-

-

3 Obihod
-



204

monastic life was re-established in this new location. But the brotherhood was 
elderly, and further weakened and diminished by the exile.5

other liturgical traditions of Valaam went on to survive in Heinävesi for some 
-

ing singing forces. In the 1970s there was no longer any monastic choir, and the 
liturgical language was gradually changing to Finnish.6

Although 50 years have passed, there are still some amongst us who wit-
nessed the Valaam singing practice of the thirties and after the evacuation. 
Others, now deceased, have left us various literary recollections.7 These ac-
counts strongly suggest that the monastic singing was not monodic.

More tangible evidence concerning the true nature of Valaam singing is found 
in the existence of authoritative polyphonic sources of Valaam Chant. The most 
well-known of these are the two publications of the monastery: the Sbornik — 
A collection of church hymns in the chant of Valaam Monastery, and the Cherubic 
Hymn.8 In addition, polyphonic Valaam Chant makes sporadic appearance in 
some anthologies. Still, the published polyphonic repertory represents only a 
fraction of the chant content of the monodic Obikhod. Because these harmo-
nizations were mostly made for a mixed choir, their stylistic authenticity has 
remained controversial.

Fortunately, this is not quite everything that remains. In the monastery ar-
chives in Heinävesi, there survive a number of manuscript part-books, once 
used on the kliroses of the main church at Valaam.9 They contain harmoniza-
tions of various chants of the Obikhod, as well as some additional chants. Upon 
inspection, it turns out that the style of this music is very similar to that of the 
published settings. The harmonization strategy followed in all these sources 
is not greatly different from the Russian Orthodox church music of the estab-
lished mainstream.10

In the main, the melodies of these polyphonic chants are identical to what 
is in the Obikhod, even if for some hymns there are a few differences. From 

Phos hilaron Svete tihij

Sbornik 1902; Heruvimskaja
9 

10 



individual recollections we know that the kliros practice in the 1930s was to 
sing from the Obikhod — but in harmony. In this light, the Obikhod
not a document of unison chant. Rather, it is a monodic reduction of a genuinely 
polyphonic monastic singing tradition.

One might, then, wish to enquire whether Valaam singing would still have 
been monophonic in some phase of its history. Might it be that the chants had 
been explicitly harmonized at some point, and a polyphonic singing practice 
had thereby been brought into action?

decades of the 20th century. It may seem that the singing practice might in-
deed have become polyphonic during these years. There is, however, another 
plausible explanation for the apparently sudden emergence of the part-books. 

who certainly could have learnt the chants without music just like the previ-

lower the learning curve. And there may also have been concerns about the 
newcomers endangering the preservation of the traditional Valaam Chant, un-
less it were documented in written form.

Other aspects in favour of the originality of polyphonic singing can be de-
rived from the earlier history of Valaam. Valaam singing was described in the 
brochure Church singing in Valaam Monastery by Dmitrij Solov’ev, whose jour-
ney to Valaam can be dated to 1887 or ’88. Without doubt, the singing was 
polyphonic in the very same way that the manuscripts show.11

-
ing. According to tradition, the history of monasticism in Valaam went back to 
the 10th century. It is more generally agreed that the monastery was certainly 
in operation at the end of the 14th century.12 Whatever the church singing in 
Valaam may have been in the early centuries, it is likely to have been mono-
phonic to the same extent as all Russian church singing until the 16th century 
or so. 

Nevertheless, it is perhaps too easy to overlook one fact in the history of 
Valaam. Monastic activity has by no means enjoyed unbroken continuity. A 
far-reaching incident took place in 1611. The monastery was looted by Lu-
theran Swedes, who killed most of the brotherhood and burnt down the whole 
property.13 This was followed by a desolation of more than a hundred years. If 
Valaam had been a stronghold of an individual singing tradition, it was now 

introduction of the Nikonian reforms, and raskol.
11 

monastic

12 Letopis’ 

13 Letopis’



The desolation ended in 1715, when Peter the Great decreed the restora-
tion of the monastery. Monastic activity started again in around 1717. During 

-

monastery almost ceased to exist at all. The new rise of Valaam began in the 
1780s; now the buildings were to be made of stone.14 Only after the beginning 
of the 19th century were circumstances favourable to the development and 

Church in the 19th century was choral polyphony, in both parishes and mon-
asteries. In some churches, like the Dormition Cathedral of Moscow, mono-
phonic singing practice survived.15 But this was exceptional, and it is likely 
that Valaam was detached from this sort of a tradition. In all probability, the 
repertory that has come to us as Valaam Chant crystallized no earlier than the 

from the outset.
Table 1 lists those manuscripts of the Valaam archives that contain poly-

phonic chant, grouped by contents. Some of these are available to this author 
as photocopies, while some others have been cursorily inspected in situ. The 
manuscripts have been preliminarily catalogued by Romanos Pyrrö.16 For 
those titles that have not been surveyed by the present author, the information 
provided is based on Pyrrö’s catalogue. Manuscripts sharing the same mate-
rial have been grouped together. After the content summary, status informa-
tion is provided. Part of the material has been compiled into musical scores, 
while the rest remains to be researched.

Table 1. Polyphonic mss. of Valaam Chant (as discovered up to 

May 2009)

14 
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Table 2 follows the structure of the Obikhod; however, in the chant book, the 
Vigil propers of tone 1 are interpolated within the ordinaries, and the automela 
/ prosomoia of each tone are found after the sticheron samoglasen. The chants 
are provided with references to polyphonic sources, if known. When the ex-
istence of a hymn in a manuscript is uncertain, this is indicated by a question 
mark. In the comments there are a few references to chants, published in Finn-
ish, which generally belong to Finnish liturgical practice. If Slavonic sources 
exist, the Finnish ones are considered as secondary. In addition to manuscripts, 
the table makes reference to the two polyphonic publications of Valaam Chant 
by the monastery: the Sbornik and the Cherubic Hymn. A few titles are men-
tioned as being at some stage of reconstruction. The meaning of this is that 
a stylistically idiomatic harmonization has been recreated from the melody 
given in the Obikhod, according to the guidelines that were formulated in this  
author’s previous article on the topic.17

Table 2. The chants of the Valaam Obikhod and their polyphonic 

sources18

 
 Sbornik

Heruvimskaja

Suuri ehtoopalvelus Sergein ja Hermanin muisto 1943; 
Ortodoksisia kirkkolauluja Kirkkolauluja 4 Liturgia 

Hautaustoimitus Eukaristia II Paastoajan veisuja 
Pyhä ja suuri paasto III Ilmestyspäivänä Liturgia

Sunnuntaivigilia 
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As suggested by a couple of the entries above, the monastic choir of Valaam 

Broadcasting Corporation in 1936, when radio journalist Sven Jerring visited 
the monastery. Nine years later, Jerring made another visit, this time to Hei-
nävesi, and made more recordings.19

In 2006, a documentary compact disc20 was produced by the Valamo Mon-
astery, with slightly more than 14 minutes of church singing. On the disc, there 
is one particularly valuable instance of music for which no other polyphonic 
sources have yet been discovered. These are excerpts of the supplicatory ser-
vice to the Theotokos, found on page 250 of the Obikhod. There we have God 
is the Lord Let us, sinful and humbled, and the supplicatory 
refrains. The quality of the recording is adequate for a transcription, which is 
provided in Example 1. Even though there is only one troparion, the others are 
sung to the same music and can be reconstructed accordingly.

This recording can be reliably dated. In the litany of fervent supplication, 
two patriarchs are commemorated: Benjamin of Constantinople and Alexy of 

later. Hence, in all probability, the recording belongs to those made by Jerring 
on his second visit.

19 

20 



The score of the Evening Hymn Phos hilaron, considered by this author one 
of the most outstanding specimens of Valaam Chant,21 can be found in Ex-

though it has been previously performed by a mixed choir — the Choir of the 
Orthodox Church of Turku.

the Obikhod, listed in Table 3. 

Table 3. Chants missing in the Obikhod but having polyphonic 

sources22

Table 4 enumerates those chants for which no polyphonic sources have been 
discovered, and evaluates the reconstruction prospects for that music.

21 
22 



Table 4. Principal chants of the Obikhod that lack polyphonic 

sources



As the polyphonic tradition of Valaam Chant has turned out to be hardly infe-
rior to that of Kiev-Pechersk Lavra for instance, a long-term research objective 
is the compilation of a four-part Valaam Obikhod. The available materials are 
perfectly adequate, even if the music that lacks polyphonic sources needs to 
be recreated. However, this project has so far been secondary, and no estimate 
can be given on when this task, requiring several months of full-time work, 
could be completed.

Valaam Chant has not been entirely forgotten in liturgical practice. In Fin-
land, a small amount of the repertory has been in circulation in Finnish settings 
made before the evacuation and which correspond to the authentic singing 
practice. Additionally, various authors have made novel arrangements of the 
melodies in the Valaam Obikhod, although usually failing to catch the idiomatic 
style either because of unawareness or incompatible artistic objectives.23

As has been mentioned, the sustaining of traditional Valaam singing in Hei-
nävesi proved to be impossible in the long run. The singing has not been re-

24 despite the considerable number of authentic 
chant documents deposited in the monastery archives. The reasons for this are 
mainly practical. Furthermore, it seems that even if various church musicians 
and researchers have been aware of the existence of these documents prior to 
the investigation carried out by the present author, no-one has really been in 
a position to notice their eminent value. Even for a competent musician it is 

part books.
Since the present Valaam Monastery on Lake Ladoga was established in 

1989, its brotherhood has had a sincere preference for the use of Valaam melo-
dies in worship. Unfortunately, because of the lack of an adequate knowledge 
on traditional Russian church singing in general and that of Valaam in par-
ticular, this preference has materialized in a very unidiomatic manner of per-
formance. Valaam melodies, or more precisely, the second tenor parts of the 
polyphonic fabric, are habitually sung in unison on top of an isokratema — a 
harmonization practice borrowed from the contemporary style of Byzantine 

harmony have also been applied, probably in order to imitate some “medi-
evally pious” but hypothetical sound.

This novel style of church singing, peculiar not only to Valaam but also to 

Ultimately the question is about dismissing the authentic and indigenous Rus-

and personal preference — as if the Soviet rule had not been successful enough 
in devastating the religious culture in Russia.

As the pitch organization of Valaam melodies is obviously tonal in the west-
ern sense, the aesthetic problems (not necessarily disconnected from spiritual 

23 
24 



or pastoral ones) of this approach are apparent not only to any musically liter-
ate listener but even to ordinary people who visit the monasteries as pilgrims. 
In Valaam, this is evidenced by the small part of divine services that are tradi-
tionally sung by the congregation: the atmosphere is tangibly vitalized when 
the pilgrims recognize the temporary change into the familiar style and begin 
to sing along.25

One may wonder whether the current tendency in Russian monasteries is 
based on obliviousness, or whether it is the fruit of a deliberate intention to 
disclaim the old and domestic in favour of the novel and foreign. If the former 
is the case, there is still hope. But if the latter, we are probably witnessing the 
irrevocable demise of the age-old Russian monastic singing tradition.
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Example 2. Phos hilaron
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