
Review
State Symphony Capella of Russia at the
Cleveland Museum of Art (December 4)
by Timothy Robson

The Ames Family Atrium at the Cleveland Mu-
seum of Art was turned into an imaginary Russian 
cathedral for the evening on December 4, when 
the museum presented the State Symphony 
Capella of Russia, conducted by Valery Polyan-
sky, in a program of everything from Russian 
liturgical music to Irving Berlin. A temporary 
stage oriented toward the east was set up in the 
midst of the vast atrium. The audience sat in not-
very-comfortable wooden folding chairs. The 

ceiling lights created an ethereal effect. Although overwhelming reverberation might be 
-

-
cation, but the concert was mostly acoustic.

focused sound with seamless legato and blend. The tone was never forced, even at higher 
volumes. And, of course, there were those very low basses that are the DNA of Russian 
choral singing. There were times when the conductor lingered over particularly luscious 
chords with low notes so that the audience could revel in the sound. The choir was so 
well trained (although they did sing from scores) that Polyansky conducted with minimal 
gestures. 

Much of the music was unfamiliar, especially the Russian works. There were brief 
printed program notes supplied by the artists, but the notes were primarily biographical 
information about the composers, with nothing about the actual works being performed. 

-
sented. 

and Tchaikovsky. That composer was represented by three short works, including the fa-
mous carol "The Legend," known in England and the United States as "The Crown of 



choir achieved the feat of making a legato entrance seemingly out of nowhere, as if the 
music had already been going on and suddenly the volume was turned up. Vasily Titov's 
"Christmas Fragments" had the aspects of a multi-choral work, but was in reality split 
into at least twelve parts, intertwined and with antiphonal responses among the voice 
parts. It was one of the most interesting works on the program.

The choir can be commended for taking the risk to perform music outside the Russian 
tradition. William Walton's classic carol "Make We Joy Now in This Fest" was sung 
much more slowly and smoothly than is the Anglo-American practice. The choir's Eng-
lish diction carried a heavy Russian accent, which gave one an appreciation for interna-
tional audiences having to endure native English speakers slaughtering other languages. 
To their credit, although some of the pronunciations were not idiomatic, the choir sang 
them boldly and unapologetically, with the courage of their conviction. 

Pablo Casals's "O vos omnes" was given a sensitive reading, although it is curious that a 
program tilted heavily toward Christmas music had a single work taken from the Tene-

-

-
ture.

The second part of the program brought more Russian music, including a contemporary 

drones. This was followed by a lovely and unusual arrangement of the carol "Silent 
Night," sung in Russian, in which the harmonies were deconstructed, then reassembled, 
with a soprano soloist singing a wordless descant above the main chorus. It was brought 

-
siastic and applauded before the end, ruining the effect. It was interesting to hear the fa-
mous "Carol of the Bells" sung in what was presumably an authentic interpretation, much 
slower than usually heard in these parts.

The choir sang a group of Russian folk songs, which, although pleasant, did not add 
much to a program that was already lengthy. An odd and totally unidiomatic arrangement 

Bells" and "White Christmas" also received the full Russian treatment. The closing work 
on the announced program was another Russian folk song, "Kalinka," in which a solo 

-

For an encore, Valery Polyansky and the State Capella came back for a stunning perfor-
mance of a movement from Rachmaninov's "All Night Vigil" ("Vespers"). They should 

-
tional.
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