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This paper is based on my participant observation as a singer, chanter, and reader, 
carried out in Valaam Monastery over multiple periods since 2013. In May of that 
year I went to the monastery in order to photograph musical manuscripts. I also 
attended divine services, to notice that the quality of worship had greatly improved 
since my last visit of a few days in 2005. One reason for this was that after a break of 
several years, there once again were singers in the brotherhood.

At some point during my visit, the cantor tentatively approved me to sing. My 
first engagement was a Panikhida at the cemetery. After that I heard the words: 
“Welcome also to the kliros.” I then found myself singing the services of Pentecost in 
the choir of the brotherhood. It consisted of two monastics and me. This has been the 
composition of the choir on many occasions ever since. 

In August of 2015 I was returning to the monastery to gather more materials. In 
the train I received a phone call from Archimandrite Sergei. He explained that the 
brotherhood was going on a pilgrimage to Russia. The cantor they had hired had had 
to cancel, and now he asked if I could by any chance sing the services during that 
week. I promised to try, but said that quite probably my skills were inadequate. In 
fact, I had virtually no experience whatsoever of chanting ferial services, in particular 
those of a monastery. But everything went well. 

After that, I formally started as a voluntary worker, so that recently I have spent 
at the monastery some time during most months of the year. In addition to the 
church, I have been cataloguing and researching the historical music collections of 
the library. 

1  This article contains slight adjustments and updates in relation to the paper read at the ISOCM Conference 
of 2019, and references to audio examples played on that occasion have been removed. The description itself 
still pertains to the situation at the monastery until the summer of 2019, the more recent evolution of the subject 
not having been taken into consideration. The author is thankful for the sympathy and support to the current 
research of the monastery brotherhood and personnel, in particular the Very Reverend Archimandrite Sergei, 
and for the Valamo Foundation for financially supporting the presentation.
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Divine Services

At first, the most difficult thing for me was that the services started at six in the 
morning, when I was in far from my best state. But I somehow got used to it. On 
the other hand, the schedule is easy to remember: in most cases, one needs to be in 
the church at six, morning and evening. On Sundays and great feasts, the schedule 
differs somewhat. For most of the year, the time needed for services is from three 
to five hours a day.

Table 1: Schedule of Divine Services

The services at Valaam, mainly conducted in Finnish but sometimes containing 
parts in Church Slavonic and other languages, are generally officiated with less 
abbreviation than is the parish practice in Finland. In all services, troparia and 
kontakia are almost always sung as appointed. Vespers is sung absolutely in its full 
form. Vesperal Psalms and stichera are sung as appointed, the psalms read in full. 
On ferial days, Vespers contains the appointed kathisma and is preceded by the 
Ninth Hour, unless there was a Vigil on the previous day. 

Little Vespers is never served. As part of Vigil, Vespers contains the first stasis of 
the first kathisma, however, with no stichologia; on Saturdays, the two remaining 
stases are read. Litia and artoklasia are performed in every Vigil as appointed, 
although the first prayer of the litany is substituted with the beginning of the 
augmented litany. Stichera aposticha are sung in full. On ferial days, Vespers takes 
about half an hour, and as part of a Vigil, about one hour.

On the other hand, Orthros is not served without abbreviations. Only one 
kathisma is read. On Sundays, only one gradual antiphon is read or sung. Instead 
of the full set of appointed canons with usually 14 stanzas for each ode, the typical 
selection in Valaam is something like four stanzas from one or two canons, one 
of them being the heirmos. The heirmos is not repeated. On great feasts with two 
canons, the heirmos is sung only from the first canon. On ferial days, the heirmoi 
are taken from the Octoechos, but they are not always those of the first canons. 

On feasts of saints, the appointed first canon of the Theotokos is omitted, and 
the heirmoi are taken from the first canon of the saint. Canons of the Menaion are 
omitted for commemorations of less than Polyeleos rank. Katavasia are almost 
always only sung to odes eight and nine. Because the Menaion canons are left 
out even during Great Lent, the Lenten Orthroi have only two, three or four odes. 
Biblical Canticles are obviously omitted.

Additionally, the Moleben (about half an hour) is served at 12.00 on Saturdays and daily during the 
summer. On some feasts and other days, the order is different.
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Further abbreviations take place after the canon. Whereas the stichera of Vespers 
are mostly sung in full, some of the stichera of praise are typically left out. On 
Sundays, the Gospel sticheron is usually sung. 

When Orthros is followed by Liturgy, it is cut off right after the Great Doxology. 
When there is no Liturgy, the service proceeds as usual, but before the end, the 
Gospel of the Liturgy is read. 

Orthros is generally not followed by the First Hour, unless it is part of Vigil. 
Even in that case, only one psalm is read. The Liturgy is preceded by the Third Hour 
in those cases when Orthros has been officiated on the previous evening. Therein, 
all three psalms are read. The Sixth Hour is normally read only as part of Royal 
Hours.

During Lenten ferial days, the Mesonyktikon that precedes Orthros is officiated 
almost in full. The main abbreviation pertains to Kathisma 17, which is divided into 
five parts, of which the first is read on Monday, the second on Tuesday, and so on.

The minimum personnel needed in church consist of a priest, a cantor, a reader, 
and a ponomar. On Sundays and feasts, the preference is to have more than one 
priest and one or two deacons. The limits of the brotherhood are soon reached: as of 
May 2019, there are eight monastics working in church. As not all are able to handle 
every task and are not always present, deficit occurs easily, and outside assistance 
is appreciated. 

Church Singing at Valaam

That the available forces are limited has the effect that polyphonic singing by the 
brotherhood is possible quite infrequently. The brotherhood has two professional 
cantors who are hierodeacons, and in church they have also assignments other than 
singing. Professionalism means not only the knowledge of chants, but also good 
voices, conducting skill, musical taste and the ability to create a well-considered 
stylistic outcome. Of particular importance are musical fluency, rhythmical precision 
and consistency. At the monastery it is generally unfeasible to sing slowly, because 
that would lengthen the services and make them tedious.

Beside the cantors, some other members of the brotherhood have chanting 
shifts. Sometimes the shifts are taken by volunteers. On certain feasts, the volunteer 
singers organize themselves as the Male Choir of Valaam Monastery. A few times 
per year, the Konevets Quartet, a professional ensemble from St Petersburg, comes 
to the monastery and sings in divine services. Occasionally also, visiting parish and 
other choirs may participate.

As I have shown elsewhere,2 the Slavonic singing tradition of Old Valaam came 
to its end in the late 1960s. Quite probably, the death of Hegumen Nestor in 1967 was 
the last blow, after which there was no longer a monastic choir capable of musical 
singing. In the 1970s, the liturgical language, and also the language of church 
music, shifted gradually to Finnish. The main problem in that was that almost no 
liturgical texts were available in Finnish. When there were no more persons capable 
of reading in Slavonic, an unfortunate impoverishment of the services resulted. The 
situation finally improved with the availability and observance of the full Octoechos, 
Menaion, Triodion, and Pentecostarion, something that came about only during the 
present decade.
2  Jopi Harri, “On the Polyphonic Chant of Valaam Monastery” in Church, State and Nation in Orthodox 
Church Music, ed. Ivan Moody and Maria Takala-Roszczenko (Jyväskylä: The International Society for Orthodox 
Church Music, 2010), 203–204; “Valamon luostarin kirkkolaulun ominaispiirteitä 1800- ja 1900-luvuilla” in 
Etnomusikologian vuosikirja 28 (S.l.: Suomen Etnomusikologinen Seura r.y., 2016), 2.
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The Musical Repertoire

The fading of the old brotherhood and the change of language had the side-effect 
that the bulk of the old musical repertoire of Valaam went out of use and was almost 
entirely forgotten. In spite of these changes, contemporary church singing in Valaam 
is by every measure something that can be called traditional, or normal, being a 
direct follow-up to the historical continuum that dates back to pre-Revolutionary 
Valaam. There are no nationalist, xenophilic, eclecticist, or modernizing tendencies. 
The basic repertoire is relatively constant but easily expanded when there is need, 
given that the style remains consistent. Although the set-up in a small monastery 
requires certain concessions, the current situation is more than merely acceptable.

Current Basic Chants for Mutable Hymns

The changing hymns are mostly sung from text, a prima vista. This applies to stichera, 
troparia, kontakia and heirmoi, and some other genres, such as magnifications and 
the sung parts of akathists. Unlike the old practice of Valaam, sessional hymns are 
now usually not sung, but read.

In principle, but only in principle and not in every respect, the chants for this are 
the same as in Finnish parish usage, into the structure and background of the chants 
of which I conducted research in my licentiate thesis of 2001.3 The majority of these 
chants represent the Court Chant of St Petersburg, but there are some peculiarities 
also.

Starting in 2018, I made the attached engraving (see the Appendix) of these 22 
chants sung in Valaam, intended as a reference for the monastery, since no such 
document existed previously. This has to do with the fact that I had noticed that we 
actually did not sing these chants in the way they appear in chant books. 

While in most cases the main modification is the transposition of the parts so 
that the melody is doubled not in the lower sixth but in the upper third, in others 
there are more substantial changes. Now if someone is invited to the kliros and tries 
to sing without realizing this, the result is certainly less than acceptable.

There are eight samoglasen chants mainly for stichera, seven troparion chants for 
troparia, kontakia, and related hymns (troparia and kontakia of tone 5 are sung to 
the samoglasen), and seven for heirmoi (heirmoi of tone 3 are sung to the troparion 
chant), totalling 22 Octoechos chants to be memorized by the singer. 

In the engraving, such models are provided for the chants so that the singer can 
recall them easily, assuming that he is already familiar with them to a sufficient extent. 
From the scientific point of view, the documentation is less than detailed and lacks 
formal exactness. Most models are taken from the chant book Sunnuntaivigilia [Sunday 
Vigil] (1957; 1986),4 the remaining ones from some other part of the common repertory.

In printed books, the chants are usually rendered in such a way that the melody 
is placed in the soprano part, and it is doubled at the lower sixth in the tenor part. 
The doubling is occasionally deviated from somewhat. In the Valaam set-up, the 
top part (first tenor) is usually the upper third of the melody (found in the second 
tenor), that is, the part that most often corresponds to the tenor part of the mixed 
choir setting. 

3  Jopi Harri, Suomalainen kahdeksansävelmistö ja venäläinen traditio (unpublished Licentiate of 
Philosophy thesis, Department of Musicology, University of Turku, 2001).
4  Sunnuntaivigilia: Kahdeksansävelmistöineen (Pieksämäki: Ortodoksisen kirjallisuuden julkaisuneuvosto, 
1957).
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But at Valaam, the melody is doubled at the upper third as systematically as 
possible even when the printed music has something different. In some cases, this 
strict doubling causes modification even in the harmony. Those chants that differ 
most from the printed renditions are the samoglasen chant and heirmos chant of 
tone 5; the heirmos chant of tone 2, the scheme of which is simplified in relation to 
the printed version; and the heirmos chant of tone 7. 

The differences are less pronounced in the troparion chants of tones 1, 2, and 
8. The heirmoi of tone 3 are to be sung in the same way as troparia, although the 
resurrectional heirmoi have been set in a slightly different manner in Sunnuntaivigilia.

Because of the lack of singers, four-part singing on the Valaam kliros is a rarity at 
this moment. When there is one singer, one or another of the melodic parts is chosen, 
perhaps most frequently the lower of them. When there are more singers, the singing 
usually takes place in two or three parts. Singing in two parts normally happens in 
parallel thirds. If there is a third singer, usually a lower part is attached, consisting 
of the baritone part (the second part from the bottom) of the engraving, or the bass 
part, or an orally synthesized ad hoc part based on both. Sometimes the set-up may be 
such that the baritone part is sung transposed to the upper octave, and in three-part 
singing, the bass part is then left out.

The ranges of all chants in the engraving have been kept as uniform as possible. 
If the range be unsuitable for the current choir, a more feasible basic pitch can be 
selected. Even within the same basic pitch, the music can always be transposed by 
a fourth in any direction.

Experience has shown that even advanced singers have difficulties in memorizing 
the versicle phrases of the samoglasen chants (in the current practice usually applied 
only to the Doxology refrains by the choir), even when these are to be sung from 
the sheet of music that is kept on the kliros for reference. Therefore, the Doxology 
refrains have been placed before each sticheron model. It would be preferable to 
know these also with such confidence that the singer would have no need to resort 
to notated music.

As is obvious to practicing church musicians, singing from text requires not 
only theoretical knowledge about the conduct of the chant. It entails also the kind of 
cognitive automation that renders possible the attachment of any text line to the chant 
phrase in a uniform way even when there are multiple singers, who sing in parts. As 
we know, it can be made to work. I am unaware of research into this process, even if it 
would make an interesting topic. Certainly in the singing there are often some faults, 
but on the other hand, the more this is done, the better it becomes.

Samoglasen and Podoben Chants of the Valaam Tradition

One part of my research has been the reconstruction of the Valaam samoglasen and 
podoben chants.5 These were used in the old singing tradition for almost all of the 
changing hymns. At that time, the choir did not sing from text, but the singing 
took place with the canonarch. There were a total of 20 chants: eight samoglasen 
chants and twelve podoben chants, of which one had fallen into disuse before the 
1890s. The podoben chants were used for stichera automela and prosomoia, and the 
samoglasen chants to other stichera, troparia, kontakia, sessional hymns and some 
other hymns, but generally not for heirmoi, other than those of tone 3.

 

5  Jopi Harri, “How Were Stichera Sung at Valaam?” Journal of the International Society for Orthodox Church 
Music 3 (2018): 151–184.
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These chants can also be sung without the canonarch, in the same fashion as 
the current generic chants, but as they fell into disuse, they cannot be readily sung 
without music. Recently we have been using them at Valaam on a few festal occasions. 
These include the feasts of Ss Sergius and Herman on September 11 and June 28, and 
the feast of St John of Valaam on 5 June. Furthermore, the Orthros antiphons of Great 
Friday have been set to Valaam chants.

Compositions and Other Hymns Sung from Music

Fixed hymns, as well as even some changing hymns, are also sung from music. The 
musical materials are quite heterogeneous. Among them there are usual and less 
ordinary printed chant books from different times (see Table 2), and photocopied 
extracts of them, but also a significant amount of unpublished music. This covers 
photocopies of handwritten manuscripts, as well as computer engravings. Much of 
this music has been written down by the monastery cantors and some others, mostly 
during the last decade.

Table 2: Selection of chant books used on the Valaam kliros

The loose-leaf materials on the kliros as of May 2019 incorporate a decent selection 
of traditional chants and through-composed pieces by various composers from the 
classical repertoire common in Russia and Ukraine.6 

Highlights of that repertoire are provided in Table 3. Additional music on loose 
leaves include litanies, Lenten hymns and chants (those by Kustovskij are used for 
litanies and the like), and miscellaneous (festal) hymns. All the loose-leaf music on 
the kliros I have investigated for this paper covers about 500 pages. Most of it is in 
use.

The majority of the music is written for a four-part male, mixed, or monastic 
choir, but there are also settings in three and two parts. When the music is sung, 
the parts are adjusted accordingly. Quite often the parts are not sung as written, but 
modified ad hoc.

When the current repertoire is compared to the Slavonic manuscripts that were 
used until the 1970s, one may notice that a considerable part of the music is the same, 
and what remains is stylistically similar.
6  Between the conference and the current May of 2020, a significant amount of music has been introduced 
to the Valaam kliros, but because systematic research into the additions is not possible at this time, they remain 
unconsidered in the present article.
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Table 3: Highlights of loose-leaf sheet music on the Valaam kliros
(* = only Slavonic; underlined = sung even before 1970).

•

•
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