The month of May will see the Westchester Oratorio Society present two concerts of the greatest work of Russian church music, Rachmaninoff's Vespers.  The first concert will be on Saturday evening, May 13, at 8 PM, at the Lutheran Church of the Resurrection in Mount Kisco.  On the following Sunday afternoon, May 21, at 3 PM, the oratorio society, which was founded and is led by its Artistic Director, Harold Rosenbaum, will present the work at Holy Trinity Russian Church in Yonkers, the only Russian church in Westchester.
Sergei Rachmaninoff, one of the greatest pianists of his generation, wrote The All Night Vigil (commonly called the Vespers in English) in 1915 during WWI, a period of strong nationalism.  Yet the work had only a few performances in Moscow.  Soon after the October Revolution, Rachmaninoff left Russia with his family, traveling to Europe and then the United States where he became a citizen before his death in 1943.  Rachmaninoff is buried in the Kensico Cemetery here in Westchester County. 
The Vigil, which is customarily celebrated on the eve of the main feasts of the Orthodox Church, is analogous to a combination of Vespers and Matins in the Western liturgy.  It will be performed in Church Slavonic, the official language of the Russian Orthodox Church.  In keeping with Orthodox tradition, where musical instruments are not used in religious ceremonies, the piece was written and will be performed by the 100-plus voice oratorio society unaccompanied.

While based primarily upon simple melodies from traditional Slavic chants, with a few that are familiar to Western ears, the Vespers is at the same time a landmark of modern choral music.  Though written with loyalty to the Russian Romanticism of Tchaikovsky and the others who influenced the composer, Rachmaninoff managed to build exquisite harmonies while retaining the purity of the original melodies.  It has been said of the work, “it would be impossible to listen unmoved.”  The composer himself apparently agreed.  Rachmaninoff told the singers at the first performance in March, 1915, “even in my dreams I could not have imagined that I would write such a work.”
Mr. Rosenbaum concurs, “it is the most beautiful piece of Russian sacred music ever written” he unequivocally states.  “I have known it for decades.”  In recent years Mr. Rosenbaum’s acclaimed Canticum Novum Singers has performed the piece twice in NYC to large, enthusiastic audiences, where many in attendance were Russian immigrants.
Now in its 9th season, the Westchester Oratorio Society has been critically acclaimed for its local performances of choral masterworks, and its appearances with such premier organizations as the Brooklyn Philharmonic in venues including Carnegie Hall, The Cathedral of St. John the Devine and the Brooklyn Academy of Music.  For most local concerts WOS is accompanied by its professional orchestra which is led by violist Louise Schulman, who herself is a co-founder of the Orchestra of St. Luke’s.  The group rehearses on Tuesday evenings in Katonah.     
Ticket prices for the Vespers are $20 for general admission and $40 for preferred seating.  For tickets or information call 914 763-9389 or visit www.westchesteroratorio.org.
 
