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ABSTRACT 

 

 This study will demonstrate that Alexandre Gretchaninoff's Missa Sancti Spiritus, 

Opus 169, represents a combination of the Russian Orthodox chant heritage and 

nineteenth-century harmonic language. 

Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169 by Alexandre Gretchaninoff (1864-1956) is a 

distinctive work in the Russian Orthodox tradition; however, it is a Mass with Latin text. 

Although it was written by a native Russian Orthodox composer; a remarkable feature in 

Missa Sancti Spiritus is the inclusion of both old and modern musical traits. In his 

biography, Gretchaninoff describes himself as having grown up a devout Christian in the 

Russian Orthodox Church yet having composed creative works for the Western Catholic 

Church combining old and modern musical styles.  

In Missa Sancti Spiritus Gretchaninoff uses chant-like melodies with the 

following Russian chant characteristics: reciting tones, rising and falling conjunct 

motion, and musical drone accompaniment. This mass also features Romantic harmonic 

traits. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
  
 

Intent and Scope of Study 
 

During his lifetime, Alexandre Gretchaninoff (1864–1956) composed a total of 

287 works, including 42 choral pieces. His compositions encompass many genres 

including symphonies, chamber works, piano pieces, oratorios, operas, cantatas, 

children’s music, solo songs, choruses and sacred music. Outside of Russia, 

Gretchaninoff is probably most admired for his choral works. He is called by some “a 

master of sacred choral writing.”1 He published Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169 in 1944, 

after immigrating to the United States. One of his notable achievements as a sacred 

choral composer is his ability to unite the musical characteristics of the Eastern and 

Western churches in his mass music.2 In Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169, Gretchaninoff 

has created a work that reflects his desire to unite in music the two principal branches 

of the Christian church.3  

In this document I will demonstrate that Alexandre Gretchaninoff's Missa Sancti 

Spiritus, Opus 169, represents a combination of the Russian Orthodox chant heritage 

and nineteenth-century harmonic language. Through a thorough examination of the 

chant heritage and harmonic language, the intended musical and textual meaning may 

be more fully understood. 

                                           

1 Richard Anthony Leonard, A History of Russian Music (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 
1977), 207-208. 

2 David Ewen, American Composers: A Biographical Dictionary (NY: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 
1982), 286. 

3 Alexandre Gretchaninoff, My Life, trans. Nicholas Slonimsky (NY: Coleman-Ross, 1953), 
156. 
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Statement of Primary Thesis 

I will demonstrate that Alexandre Gretchaninoff's Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus169, 

represents a combination of Russian Orthodox chant heritage and nineteenth-century 

harmonic language. 

Review of Scholarly Literature 

Marianne Gillion states that Russian Orthodoxy is an entire way of life and a 

culture. In her Choral Journal article, she quotes the Russian proverb, “to be Russian is 

to be Orthodox.”4 Gillion affirms that Russian composers have been influenced by 

Orthodox spirituality. Gillion writes about Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971) as a 

representative composer in her article. Stravinsky’s religious faith was firmly embedded 

in the Orthodox Church. His Orthodox spirituality is apparent in both his writings and 

music, particularly sacred choral music.5 Gaining a comprehensive understanding of 

Stravinsky’s religious choral works entails sufficient examination of his works in the 

context of his Orthodox musical heritage. In supporting this thesis, it is necessary to 

examine not only this Russian composer, but other Russian composers as well. 

 For her theoretical analysis of Igor Stravinsky’s religious works, Gillion selects 

Symphony of Psalms (1930) and examines it in order to demonstrate chant-like motifs, 

which are an element of Orthodox spirituality. Chant-like motifs occur throughout 

Symphony of Psalms, but are most prominent in the outer movements. The chant 

referenced resembles Byzantine more closely than Latin chant.6 Russian musicologist 

and pedagogue Antonin Viktorovich Preobrazhensky (1870-1929), who worked in the 

Moscow Synodal School and the Petersburg Court Singing Chapel, has proved that the 

                                           

 4 Marianne Gillion, “Eastern Orthodox Spirituality in the Choral Music of Igor 
Stravinsky,” The Choral Journal 49, No. 2 (August, 2008): 9. 
 5 Ibid. 
 6 Ibid., 12. 
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earliest Russian chants are based on Byzantine models.7 Old melodies gradually 

became Russia’s own chant, known as Znamenny Chant, which was used from the 11th 

through the 17th centuries.8 Gretchaninoff’s Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169 also 

contains elements of chant-like formulas. This seems almost an inevitable musical 

consequence because the music was composed by a person who was immersed in 

Russian Orthodox spirituality. While Gillion’s article is focused on a Stravinsky’s musical 

world, it is important to understand that Orthodoxy influenced the musical style of 

other Russian composers as well.  

In his autobiography, My Life (1952), Gretchaninoff details his life in Russia, 

France, and the United States. He discusses his schooling at the Moscow and St. 

Petersburg conservatories, the background of his first symphony, the beginnings of his 

interest in opera, his teaching in a children’s music school, and his Russian Orthodox 

Church music. In this autobiography, Gretchaninoff reveals his thinking about using 

musical instruments in sacred music.  

Since my childhood I have loved church music, ours and Western. I often 
attended services in the Catholic Church on the Lubianka in Moscow to hear the 
organ. On important holidays the organ was sometimes combined with vocal and 
instrumental music. Listening to this music I was deeply affected by its infinite 
tenderness and its profound religious feeling. I envied the Catholics. Why should 
all this musical opulence be vouchsafed them; and why should the Russian 
Church be denied this bounty? Why should we not conduct our religious rites to 
the harmonious accompaniment of such a truly divine instrument as the organ? 
We are told that this would be against our established tradition.9 
 

The autobiography also describes how he began composing his first Mass, Missa 

Oecumenica, Opus 142 (1936), which exemplified his Catholic Church music. In the book 

                                           

 7 Miloš Velimirović, “Russian and Slavonic Church Music,” In The New Grove Dictionary 
of Music and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie (Kingsport Press, 1980), 337. 

 8 Michael Kennedy, “Znamenny,” in The Oxford Dictionary of Music, ed. Joyce Bourne 

(Oxford University Press, 2012), 944. 

 9 Gretchaninoff, 120. 
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he also speaks of his goal to unite Russian musical characteristics and the Latin text of 

the Roman Catholic liturgy. The following is an excerpt from an article by Joseph Yasser, 

an American musicologist, which Gretchaninoff included in his autobiography.  

During his whole creative career, Gretchaninoff has consistently aimed at a 
greater, perhaps extra-musical, synthesis, in conformance with his natural 
inclination towards spiritual universalism. Gretchaninoff has always fought 
against isolationism of spiritual faith, and has refused to follow the narrow 
traditionalism of sacred music. Indeed, he loves Western and Russian church 
music equally well.10 

 
It was an unusual point of view because the Russian Orthodox Church did not allow 

instruments in sacred music; however, Gretchaninoff attempted to synthesize Western 

sacred music and Orthodox musical elements in his Mass by including organ.   

Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169 was published by J. Fischer & Bro. in 1944. 

Historically in Russian Orthodox Church music, this twenty-minute setting of the Roman 

Catholic Mass is a revolutionary work. While its organ accompaniment completely 

breaks the Orthodox prohibition of that instrument, the music is completely permeated 

with the spirit of Russian Orthodoxy. The prohibition against musical instruments was 

well known, thus Gretchaninoff became known as the first Russian composer to include 

instrumental accompaniment in a Russian sacred work. For this reason, Joseph Yasser 

called Gretchaninoff’s Masses “heterodox.” Yasser says, “A step equally unprecedented 

among Russian church composers – and even more likely to draw attention to itself – 

was the composition work for the Roman Catholic liturgy.”11 Yasser also speaks of 

Gretchaninoff’s intentional use of traditional motifs of the Russian church within his 

Mass settings. He writes of Gretchaninoff:  

                                           

10 Ibid., 156. 
11 Joseph Yasser, “Gretchaninoff’s “Heterodox” Compositions,” The Musical Quarterly 28, 

No. 3 (July 1942): 310. 
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As for the character of all these Roman Catholic compositions by Gretchaninoff, it 
may be stated at once that, despite their Latin text and their frequent tendency 
towards Western European musical forms, they are quite strongly permeated 
with the spirit of the Orthodox chant. Externally, this influence manifests itself in 
many stylistic peculiarities.12 
 

 Bradley Holmes’ dissertation “Missa Oecumenica and the Roman Catholic Masses 

of Alexandre T. Grechaninov” examines Missa Oecumenica, Opus 142 by tracing its 

historical, political and religious background in the context of Russian sacred music 

written during the time of the Russian revolution. In his study, Holmes identifies chant 

and folk-song elements found in the music.13 Holmes examines the forms and tonal 

relationships in Missa Oecumenica, Opus 142 and reveals that the Mass contains chant-

like melodies, which can be traced to the Znamenny chant tradition, whose name is 

derived from znamya (sign or neume).14 Holmes also identifies the similarities between 

Missa Oecumenica, Opus 142 and Gretchaninoff’s other Mass settings, including Missa 

Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169 however, he puts primary analytical focus on Missa  

Oecumenica, Opus 142. Although the document does not have much information about 

Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169 the analysis of Missa Oecumenica, Opus 142 provides 

some tools that were valuable on the study of the blending of Roman Catholic and 

Russian Orthodox traditions.  

 Philip Reuel Camp, in his dissertation, “A Historical and Contextual Examination 

of Alexandre Gretchaninoff’s Second Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, Op. 29,” extends his 

discussion beyond the historical background of Russian liturgical music that remained 

relatively undeveloped and largely unknown outside of Russia until the late nineteenth-

century. He includes context including several crucial events that led to the 

                                           

12 Ibid., 311. 
13 Bradley Alan Holmes, “Missa Oecumenica” and the Roman Catholic Masses of 

Alexandre T. Grechaninov (D.M.A. diss., Tempe, AZ: Arizona State University, 1990), iii. 

       14 Velimirović, 338. 
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development of a rich choral style that continued until the 1917 revolution.15 Camp 

describes Gretchaninoff as a leading composer and spokesman for the New Russian 

Choral School. He is credited with incorporating the use of chant-like themes from the 

ancient chant tradition of the Russian Orthodox Church, scored with instrumental 

accompaniment.16 At the heart of the dissertation is the author’s description of 

Gretchaninoff’s sacred choral style throughout his six-decades-long career, including the 

style of his Masses. When speaking of Gretchaninoff’s Masses, Camp, like Yasser, uses 

the word “heterodox.” At the end Camp includes an overview of Gretchaninoff’s Second 

Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, Opus 29, including an analysis, a summary, and practical 

suggestions for performance.  

There is limited reaserch on Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169. No one has yet 

directly focused on this Mass with regard to its being an attempt to combine Russian 

Orthodox chant heritage and nineteenth-century harmonic language.  

Vladimir Morosan’s Choral Performance in Pre-Revolutionary Russia17is the most 

widely known study that considers significant developments in Russian choral music 

from a historical perspective. Morosan’s book is in two parts. The first part covers the 

historical development of choral singing in Russia, and the second part covers choral 

performance in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Morosan traces the 

growth of the Russian choral tradition from the period of monophonic and early 

polyphonic music to the style of the New Russian Choral School composers including 

Gretchaninoff. In the process, the author provides a revealing discourse on the evolution 

                                           

15 Philip Reuel Camp, “A Historical and Contextual Examination of Alexandre 
Gretchaninoff's Second Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, Opus 29” (M.M. diss., Lubbock, TX: Texas 
Tech University, 2002), 9.  

16 Ibid., 3. 
17 Vladimir Morosan, Choral Performance in Pre-Revolutionary Russia (Ann Arbor, MI: 

UMI Research Press, 1986). 
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and repertoire of influential conductors and the principles and methods of choral 

training they developed.  

Morosan’s chapter titled “The Style of the New Russian Choral School” focuses on 

Gretchaninoff’s sacred choral style, delineating the stylistic influences of in his first 

sacred work, Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, Opus 13. Morosan articulates his view with 

a critical analysis of the visual and aural experience regarding Gretchaninoff’s 

innovation: 

Gretchaninoff appears to have “discovered” the melodic potential of  
chantlike motives. Closer examination shows, however, that the connection  
between Grechaninoff’s motives and actual chant melodies is very slim: it is as if 
the composer was shown some Znamenny melodies, distilled from them a few 
essential rhythmic and melodic characteristics, and proceeded to write an entire 
setting of the Liturgy ordinary without pursuing a closer familiarity with either 
the sources of chant or its performance.18 
 

The final part of Morosan’s book contains a discussion regarding performance practice 

in the sacred music of the new Russian Choral School.  

 There are no scholarly books, articles, or dissertations discussing Missa Sancti 

Spiritus, Opus 169 specifically. This current study of Gretchaninoff’s Missa Sancti Spiritus, 

Opus 169 will be the first document to do so. This study will provide an analysis of the 

Mass setting to help conductors understand the work, which draws upon the Russian 

Orthodox Chant heritage and nineteenth-century harmonic language.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                           

18 Ibid., 242. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

ALEXANDRE GRETCHANINOFF 
 
 

Biography 
 

Alexandre Gretchaninoff was born 13 October 1864 in Smolensky, Moscow to 

merchant parents. When he was fourteen years old, Gretchaninoff began piano lessons 

with his Polish sister-in-law who had been a Moscow Conservatory student. In 1881, in 

spite of his parent's opposition, he decided to study music at Moscow Conservatory and 

was accepted as a piano student of Professor Nikolay Dmitriyevich Kashkin (1839–

1920), a lifelong friend of Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840–1893). After four years of 

study under Professor Kashkin, Gretchaninoff became a graduate student in piano 

pedagogy. Vasily Ilyich Safonov (1852–1918), a young instructor from the St. Petersburg 

Conservatory, accepted him as his pupil in 1885 and encouraged Gretchaninoff to begin 

composition. His courses included composition with Sergey Ivanovich Taneyev (1856–

1915), fugue and music theory with Anton Stepanovic Arensky (1861–1906), and free 

counterpoint with Herman Augustovich Laroche (1845–1904). Tchaikovsky sometimes 

served in these courses as an assistant. In 1889 Gretchaninoff completed his first 

compositional work, a lullaby. The words were written by Mikhail Lermontov (1814–

1841) and the work became popular in Russia. 

In 1890 Gretchaninoff left the Moscow Conservatory after a dispute with 

Arensky and enrolled in St. Petersburg Conservatory, where Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov 

(1844–1908) accepted him as a student in composition and orchestration, and awarded 

him a scholarship. On February 21, 1891, Gretchaninoff married Vera Ivanovna , an 

excellent pianist. Rimsky-Korsakov attended as his best man. The following year 
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Gretchaninoff composed his Concert Overture in D Minor, which became a success. It was 

recommended to the Council of the St. Petersburg Conservatory for performance at the 

annual students’ concert. In 1894 he won an award for his string quartet in the Belyayev 

chamber-music competition founded by Mitrofan Petrovich Belyayev (1836–1904), an 

Imperial Russian music publisher, and the work was accepted for publication. The next 

year, 1895, Rimsky-Korsakov conducted Gretchaninoff ’s first orchestra work, Symphony 

in B Minor, Opus 6 on January 14th. After composing this symphonic piece Gretchaninoff 

began to compose opera. His first opera Dobrinya Nikititch, Opus 22 was about the 

legend of Dobrinya Nikititch, one of the most popular knights whose story is told in epic 

Russian folklore. In the fall of 1901, Gretchaninoff completed the opera and presented it 

to Ippolit Altani (1882–1906), conductor of the Bolshoy Theater in Moscow. A few days 

after presenting it, the committee of the theater accepted his first opera work for 

production. On October 14, 1903 the opera had a successful première at the Bolshoy 

Theatre with Feodor Ivanovich Chaliapin (1873–1938) in the title role. 

In 1903 Gretchaninoff was engaged as vice-chairman of the music section in the 

Moscow University Ethnographic Society and enjoyed arranging various folk songs. 

Gretchaninoff ’s interest in Russian folk music stemmed from the songs he 
learned to sing with his mother during his childhood. He was interested in the 
society and became a committee member for the music division. The 
committee’s goals were to collect, catalogue, publish, and record native folk 
songs that were still being sung in various regions throughout Russia.19 
 

He enjoyed this invaluable work done preserving Russian folk songs. 

 He taught music theory at Gnessin State Musical College and the college also 

organized a children’s choir for him. He was pleased to accept the assignment and also 

                                           

19 Yeeseon Kwon, “Selected Solo Piano Collections of Alexander Gretchaninoff: An 
Analysis for Teaching and Performance” (D.M.A. Document, Norman, OK: The University of 
Oklahoma, 1998), 62. 
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enjoyed composing for, as well as teaching, children. Some years later he took over 

another children’s chorus at the Berckmann Music School. During his time at this school, 

Gretchaninoff composed many pieces for children as well as; choral, piano, violin and 

cello works, and little operas. 

In 1907, after seeing the play Sister Beatrice by Maurice Maeterlinck (1862– 

1949) he thought the story could become a wonderful opera. While he stayed at the 

country estate of Alexander Olenin (1865–1944) who was a friend and fellow composer, 

Gretchaninoff worked on the opera, completing it on October 16, 1910. The première of 

his second opera, Sister Beatrice, was on October 12, 1912 at the Simin Opera House in 

Moscow. Unfortunately after the third performance the opera house received a formal 

notice to stop the performance as it was believed to be an affront to religion.  

During this time, Gretchaninoff ’s unrealized longing to have children and other 

marital conflicts caused Alexander and Vera to drift apart. Grethchaninoff found himself 

strongly attracted to Maria Grigrievna, an already married woman. Eventually the first 

marriages for both ended and he married Maria in 1912. 

In 1917 political turmoil, the Russian Revolution, and other events led to a 

turning point in Gretchaninoff ’s musical life. 

Gretchaninoff turned to writing sacred music in order to cope with the suffering 
around him. He had often gone to the Catholic Church to hear the organ being 
played; the Russian Orthodox Church did not allow instruments. He decided to 
go against tradition and write a cantata for chorus and orchestra.20 

 
Gretchaninoff had been interested in religious music for a long time. In his biography, he 

explains his aspiration for instrumental sacred work in the Russian Orthodox Church.  

My first work of instrumental church music was a psalm for chorus with 
orchestra. No Russian composer had as yet attempted a composition of this 

                                           

20 Sandra Kay Stewart, “The Life and Solo Piano Collections of Alexander Gretchaninoff ” 
(D.M.A. Thesis, Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina, 1995), 68. 
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nature; while in Western Europe every composer, whether important or not, had, 
as a matter of course, written a Mass, a Requiem, or a Passion for voices with 
instruments. This difference is easily explained: in the West, instrumental music 
has its rightful place in church services, whereas in the Russian Orthodox 
Church musical instruments are not admitted.21 

 
Meanwhile, the Russian Revolution was creating financial hardship for him. He had been 

supported with an annual pension of two thousand rubles by the Tsar. This was 

sufficient to cover his living expenses, but the support was discontinued in February 

1917. During this uprising, he composed the Domestic Liturgy. This sacred work was 

originally scored for single voice and piano accompaniment, but later versions were 

expanded to include four parts chorus, vocal solo, string orchestra, organ, harp and 

celesta. The premier performance of Domestic Liturgy was in Moscow on March 30, 

1918. 

 From 1919 to 1921 Moscow experienced a severe famine. Alexandre and Maria 

suffered financial hardship and their savings gradually ran out. Fortunately, however, 

Charles Richard Crane (1858-1939), a wealthy American businessman and a great 

admirer of Russian Church music, visited Gretchaninoff. Crane was a supporter of the 

choir of the Russian Church in New York City. This choir frequently performed 

Gretchaninoff ’s sacred works. Crane was the patron of many artists in all parts of the 

world. He came to Russia to suggest that Gretchaninoff come to America with Crane’s 

financial support. Gretchaninoff did not accept his offer, but Crane provided 

Gretchaninoff financial aid after he returned to America. After the Revolution there were 

many policy changes. One change required composers to obtain permission from 

authorities prior to scheduling a concert. This and other difficulties were enough to 

make Gretchaninoff decide to leave Russia. 

                                           

21 Gretchaninoff, 119. 
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 Alexandre and Maria chose Paris to start their new life as immigrants. Before 

they left Moscow Gretchaninoff held a recital at the Riga Conservatory. After the 

successful concert, his works were promoted in a vocal recital by Nina Koshetz (1891–

1965), an American opera singer and a native of Russian-Ukraine, who performed his 

songs. The resource of performances helped alleviate his financial difficulties. He 

developed friendships with other musicians, who gave him opportunities as a piano 

accompanist and as a conductor. In 1926 the revised version of the Domestic Liturgy was 

performed in France and Gretchaninoff himself conducted. Count Léonce de St. Martin 

(1886–1954), a French composer and organist, arranged a concert for Gretchaninoff. In 

1927 when at Saint-Jean-de-Luz, he completed his Symphony No. 4, Opus 102. During his 

stay in the country he sent the manuscript of the symphony to some conductors in 

Boston. After fourteen years and many refusals the symphony was finally premiered by 

the New York Philharmonic Symphony, conducted by Sir John Barbirolli (1899-1970). 

 In 1928, Gretchaninoff was offered the opportunity to perform several joint 

recitals with Koshetz in New York City. The first recital was at Carnegie Hall on January 

17, 1929. The recital included several of Gretchaninoff ’s songs. After two months he 

again conducted at Carnegie Hall, performing his sacred works, including Domestic 

Liturgy. Both concerts were very successful. His last concert in America was with the 

Chicago Civic Opera. Between 1929 and 1934, he visited America every year to give 

concerts and to meet with former friends from Russia.  

 After moving to France, Gretchaninoff ’s health was better than when he was in 

Russia. But around his seventieth birthday, he once again began to suffer health issues.   

Gretchaninoff ’s health had improved since the physical hardships he had 
previously endured in Russia, but he had suffered a recurrence of double 
pneumonia on a visit to the United States in 1933. He began to experience 
physical problems normal for a man of seventy and was afflicted with an 
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arthritic condition in his legs. He and Maria traveled to a health resort in Acqui, 
Italy, in an attempt to relieve this condition. His eyesight had also begun to 
weaken, causing frequent changes in the prescription of his glasses.22 
 
Although Gretchaninoff had health difficulties, he continued composing. In 1937 

he participated in a competition in Paris which called for a Catholic Mass and five motets. 

He presented a traditional Latin Mass. As the only a member of the Russian Orthodox 

Church, he competed against thirty-eight Roman Catholic composers. Against these odds, 

he succeeded in winning first prize and, in honor of that accomplishment, named the 

composition Missa Festiva. After returning from the competition he conducted the Mass 

at Notre Dame de Paris for a large audience. With the success of the work he was 

encouraged to compose another Mass in the grand style. He did so and named the work 

Missa Oecumenica, scored for four solo voices, chorus, organ and full orchestra. In the 

Mass he used Orthodox, Gregorian, and Hebrew tunes setting texts of the Roman 

Catholic liturgy.  

  In 1939 Gretchaninoff participated the Lucerne Music Festival with such 

notable musicians as Arturo Toscanini (1867–1957), Sergei Vasilyevich Rachmaninoff 

(1873–1943), Pau Casals (1876–1973), and Vladimir Samoylovich Horowitz (1903–

1989). It was during that gathering of illustrious musicians, that they all heard the 

announcement that Stalin had broken off negotiations with the Western Allies. Fearful of 

what this meant, Maria and Alexandre tried to hurry back to Paris. Gretchainoff decided 

to leave France and go to the United States with the help of her daughter, Masha, and her 

ex-husband. Masha was married to an American engineer in Detroit. At this time, Maria 

and Alexandre started their second immigrant life in America. 

                                           

22 Stewart, 79. 
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 Soon after they settled in Detroit, Gretchaninoff ’s eyesight began to fail, 

requiring an operation for cataracts. After a recital in which he accompanied from   

memory, he had eye surgery. After another move to New York City in August 1940, 

although his eyesight was poor, he continued musical activities as a composer. 

My symphony and choral works were beginning to be performed. My Fourth 
Symphony was given by the New York Philharmonic Symphony; the Missa 
Oecumenica by the Boston Symphony Orchestra. My Masses and other sacred 
compositions were sung in Catholic and Protestant churches. My two Psalms 
were performed in a Hebrew synagogue−a most unusual distinction for a 
Russian composer. All this gave me a new impetus for continued creative 
activity.23 

 
Gretchaninoff composed eleven piano solo collections and started his third opera The 

Marriage. In 1944, when he was 80 years old, Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169 was 

published by J. Fischer & Brothers.  

 In 1946, Alexandre and Maria became United States citizens, however, the next 

year, after a long degenerative illness, his beloved wife Maria passed away. Even as he 

suffered her death, he continued to expand his musical activities and was recognized for 

his achievements. In 1951 Gretchaninoff was awarded an honorary doctoral degree from 

New York College. He started his autobiography and asked Nicholas Slonimsky (1894-

1995), a Russian-born American composer and conductor, to translate it into English. In 

1952 his autobiography My Life was published. In 1954 he held a concert for the 

occasion of his ninetieth birthday at the New York Town Hall. His Russian songs were 

played at this concert, which became his last official event. On January 3, 1956 he passed 

away in his apartment.   

 
 
 
 

                                           

23 Gretchaninoff, 160. 



24 

 

 
 

Choral Works 
 

Gretchaninoff composed various genres of music: piano music, songs, children's 

music, symphonies, operas and choral works. He wrote instrumental as well as vocal 

music, but his liturgical vocal music is his most widely-known genre. According to 

Slonimsky, Gretchaninoff’s sacred music is categorized into cantatas, liturgies, Masses, a 

cappella choruses, and choruses with accompaniment. Although he immigrated to the 

United States, Gretchaninoff always kept the traits of his distinct Russian style in his 

choral works.  

Most often, a Mass composition remains deeply rooted in its Roman Catholic 

heritage, but Gretchaninoff ’s five Mass compositions firmly represent the style of the 

Russian Orthodox Church. Gretchaninoff was attracted by the music which was not only 

the union of instrumental and a cappella orthodox music, but Catholicism and 

Orthodoxy. Gretchaninoff composed five Masses. He composed Missa Oecumenica, Opus 

142 in 1936 for four solo voices, mixed chorus, organ and orchestra. Missa Festiva, Opus 

154 was composed for mixed chorus and organ in 1937. Uniquely, in 1939, Mass, Opus 

165 was composed for treble chorus with organ accompaniment. Et in Terra Pax, Opus 

166 was written for mixed chorus in 1942. His last mass, Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169 

published in 1943, was written for mixed chorus and organ. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

EASTERN CHANT 
 
 

Overview 
 

Frequently plainchant has been the foundation for sacred choral works in 

Western music. Some current composers are expanding the range of works that utilize 

Western chant, for example, by using modern compositional techniques based on 

Western chant. Eastern Chant, on the other hand, including Russian Chant, remains less 

familiar to Western audiences. With more research, compositions based on this chant 

will be better appreciated.  

 
 

A Brief History of Znamenny Chant 
 

In 1988, Russian church members celebrated the 1000th anniversary of the 

introduction of Christianity from Byzantium to ancient Russia by Prince Vladimir. 

Russian Church music developed gradually. By the late fifteenth-century, a new notation 

had appeared, identified by the terms kriuk, (meaning hook) and znamya (sign). The 

new notation received the name Znamenny raspev (chanting by signs), and it developed 

uniquely in Russia.24 Alfred J. Swan, a Russian composer and musicologist, explained 

Znamenny chant in his article: 

The principal chant of the Russian church is known as Znamenny chant. It is 
contained in over one thousand extant manuscripts ranging from the 11th to the 
late 17th century, in a notation also called Znamenny, which in its later stages is 
well readable. Znamenny chant was the creation of mediaeval Russian singers-
choristers, precentors, choir leaders, and at its point of inception probably 

                                           

24 Velimirović, 338. 
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coincides with the chant that was brought from Byzantium at the time of the 
Christianization of Russia in 988 A.D.25 

 
Early examples of Znamenny notation were discovered in manuscripts dating from the 

eleventh century to the seventeenth-century. The notation system was derived from the 

general name used for Znamena or znamia which means ‘hook’ or ‘flag.’ It is also called 

‘Kryuk’ which means ‘hook.’26  

When Prince Vladimir converted to Christianity and was baptized in 988, the 

musical tradition of the Russian Orthodox Church began to develop. First monks from all 

over Eastern Europe and Slavonia visited Mount Athos in Greece which was the musical 

center of the Orthodox Church. There Russians learned the Byzantine neumatic notation 

and then conveyed the chant tradition to southwest Russia and Great Russia.27 A 

process of transformation ensued, from the pro-Mongolian period (988) to the whole 

Znamenny period (latter part of seventeenth-century), and finally Byzantine chant was 

transformed into a distinct Russian style, the Znamenny Chant.28 

Development of the Znamenny chant in Rus' moved from Kiev in two directions: 
to the southwest, later to Byelostock a Novgorod to the north, and still later to 
Moscow to the northeast. At first, the Rus' clergy and cantors sang liturgical 
chants from Byzantine chant books and from chant books in the lands of the 
southern Slavs−Bulgaria and Serbia.29 

 

                                           

25 Alfred J. Swan, “The Znamenny Chant of the Russian Church-Part I,” The Musical 
Quarterly, Vol. 26, No. 2 (April, 1940): 232. 

26 Andrey Philippovich, Marina Danshina, and Irina Golubeva, “Editing and 
Representation of Ancient Russian Semiographic Chants on the Web,” in Analysis of Images, 
Social Netwoks and Texts, eds., Dmitry I. Ignatov, Mikhail Yu. Khachay, Alexander Panchenko, 
Natalia Konstantinova, and Rostislav E. Yavorsky (NY: Springer, 2014), 66. 

27 Joan L. Roccasalvo,” The Znamenny Chant,” The Musical Quarterly, Vol. 74, No. 2 
(1990): 219. 

28 Swan, 235. 
29 Roccasalvo, 218. 



27 

 

Znamenny chant became the principal chant of the Russian Church. Over 1,000 

manuscripts of Znamenny chant were found dating from the eleventh century to the 

seventeenth-century, and a large number of chant books were printed as well.30 

In his dissertation, Daniel Greeban mentions that the chant manuscripts were classified 

into two sorts, readable and unreadable chant; their notation originates from Byzantine 

chant.  

Unreadable manuscripts date from the pre-Mongol period. Of the 26 extant 
manuscripts from this period, five are in Kondakarny notation and the bulk of 
the remaining manuscripts are in Znamenny notation. In this early neume period 
the Znamenny is at first very similar to the contemporaneous Byzantine notation 
but soon departs from it completely and develops its own character.31 
 

Russians adapted Byzantine neumes and along with the Znamenny notation came the 

Kondakarny (or Kondakarion).32 In Russian church music, Kondakarny is the term for 

the manuscripts of the twelfth and thirteen centuries which contain collections of short 

hymns of praise. They contain melodies written in an early type of notation, the so-

called Kondakarny notation, which has not yet been deciphered.33  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                           

30 Daniel Greeban, “Style and Form in Russian Chant” (M.A. Thesis, Los Angeles, CA: 
University of Southern California, 1972), 51. 

31 Ibid. 
32 Nicolas Peter Brill, History of Russian Church Music 988-1917 (Bloomington, IL: Brill, 

1982), 32. 
33 Willi Apel, Harvard Dictionary of Music (MA: Belknap Press, 1969), 456.  
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Figure 1. Kondakarny notation from the Nizhny-Novgorod Monastery in Russia34 

 
Before the appearance of the readable Znamenny chant, the existence of Russian 

chant was threatened by Mongolian domination. Greeban provides an explanation in his 

document. 

During the Mongol invasion (middle of the 13th to the middle of the 15th 
centuries) the number of manuscripts is almost zero. This is quite 
understandable in that the Mongols sacked and razed entire towns. People 
seeking refuge in churches were usually burned along with the building and the 
precious manuscripts contained therein. It is probable, then, that the character 
of Russian Chant was developed during this time in the relative safety of the 
monasteries that were either inaccessible or located in unstrategic areas.35 
 

The manuscript period of Kondakarny extends from the fifteenth to the latter part of the 

seventeenth-century. After the end of the Mongol invasion, the readable period follows 

from the fifteenth-century. In the sixteenth-century, Znamenny chant began to develop 

                                           

34 Dawn Gauthier, “History of Russian Chant,” Liturgicamusic.com Celebrating Liturgical 
Music, accessed 9 Feb. 2018, http://liturgica.com/home/litEOLit/litEOLitMusDev4. 

35 Greeban, 51. 
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until the latter part of the seventeenth-century.36 During this period, Russian chant 

provided a foundation for advanced growth. Alfred J. Swan mentions this development: 

In its later stages (15th to 17th century) it is well readable, and it is from this 
period that the transcriptions on to the staff have been made, that are to be 
found in the four books of church song, the first edition of which appeared in 
1772. These books will serve as foundation for the establishment of the musical 
properties of the Znamenny chant in its most advanced and developed form.37 
 

 In the fifteenth-century, Russia gradually began to accept the new sacred music. 

At the center of change was the great achievement of Tsar Ivan IV Vasilyevich (1530–

1584). Ivan Moody, a British composer, writes in regard to this great growth: 

During the fifteenth-century, as part of the great expansion of Russian culture, 
and the growth in the importance of Moscow, liturgical chant also began to 
undergo some changes: the repertoire of signs for Znamenny increased, and 
manuals began to be written explaining the neumatic system. The changing 
relation between church and state during the reign of Ivan IV, “the Terrible” 
(1530–1584), also affected liturgical art, one element of which was the rise of 
the idea of authorship (rather than anonymity in the service of the sacred), to 
some degree a reflection of influences filtering through from Western Europe. In 
Muscovite Rus’ chanting schools were established, each of them characterized 
by the particular style of their founders.38 
 

Ivan IV was known as a deeply religious man and an excellent composer who composed 

several chants himself. As he was very much attached to the church, Ivan IV immediately 

ordered reform in the churches that were undergoing religious and ethical problems.39 

During this period, neumatic notation became increasingly difficult to read and transmit 

because of its growing complexity.  

 One of Ivan IV’s efforts to improve church music was to transfer the Novogrod 

singing school to Moscow.40 In this school there were professional musicians, including 

                                           

36 Brother Ambrose, A Short Introduction to Znamenny Chant and Its Notation (Old 
Ritualist Society, 1980), 1. 

37 Swan, 235. 
38 Augustine Casiday, ed., The Orthodox Christian World (NY: Routledge, 2012), 540. 
39 Brill, 21. 
40 Ibid., 221. 
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Shaidurov, Lukoshka, Noss, and Feodor the Christian who was a celebrated singer, 

composer, and teacher in the court of Ivan IV.41 During the reign of Ivan IV, Novgorod 

master Ivan Shaidurov invented a new musical system of red letters which were to be 

placed with the Znamenny notation. Figure 2 provides the Znamenny notation with 

Shaidurov's red letters, and Brill explains this readable and practical notation system 

referred to as 'cinnabar marks.' 

In the following illustration is shown Shaidurov’s little red letter markings called 
promiete which were an abbreviation of a Slavonic word giving the exact height 
of a note in each accordance. It was always placed next to a Znamenny sign. Only 
one pomieta was assigned to each Znamenny sign, and in time this practice 
became known as stepennimi (pitch) singing.42 

 
The figures inside the circle are red letters. 

 
Figure 2. The Znamenny notation with Shaidurov’s red letters (Cinnabar Marks)43 

                                           

41 Brill, 21. 
42 Ibid., 21. 
43 Ibid., 23. 
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Russians define the gamma (gamut) as the tonal foundation of monophonic chant (See 

Musical Example 1). Example 2 is a sample of modern notation based on the red letters. 

 
Musical Example 1. Znamenny scale formation of 12 pitches referred to as the gamma 
(Gamut)44 

 

Musical Example 2. Modern notation based on the red letters45 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                           

44 Ibid., 22. 
45 Ibid., 22 



32 

 

 
 

CHAPTER 4 
 

STYLISTIC FEATURES OF MISSA SANCTI SPIRITUS 

 

 

Overview 
 

Missa Sancti Spiritus, Op. 169 is considered by many to be one of Gretchaninoff’s 

most representative choral works. My study of the work indicates that Gretchaninoff’s 

innovative Mass presents the following three stylistic traits: union of Eastern and 

Western musical styles, chant-like melodies (chant heritage), and nineteenth-century 

harmonic language. 

 
 

Union of Eastern and Western Music 

In Russia, instrumental music was not permitted in the churches of the Russian 

Orthodox faith. Sergius Nikolaevich Bulgakov (1871–1944), Russian Orthodox Christian 

theologian and philosopher, mentions this situation in his document, The Orthodox 

Church.46 He states that “Orthodoxy does not use musical instruments during the offices 

and there is no organ which substitutes for the human voice.”47 According to Yasser, 

“One of the traditional reasons for this is that, ‘since the instruments have neither spirit 

nor life, they cannot praise God’ – such is the actual statement found in several 

sixteenth-century and seventeenth-century documents.”48 Additionally he states, 

“Another explanation that one sometimes finds intimates that there must have been an 

additional reason−namely, some desire on the part of the Orthodox hierarchy.”49 It is 

                                           

46 Sergius Bulgakov, The Orthodox Church (NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1988). 
47 Ibid., 135. 
48 Joseph Yasser, 310. 
49 Ibid. 
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considered normal not to have instrumental music in Orthodox churches, and most 

Russian composers composed without instruments for the church. 

It seems certain that Roman Catholic Church music influenced young 

Gretchaninoff. He attended Catholic Church services to hear the organ and questioned 

the Russian tradition of excluding instruments from church services.50 In his 

autobiography, Gretchaninoff expressed his desire to use instruments: “Here you have 

an organ, and almost a full orchestra, which the Prophet summons for the Glory of God! 

The Western Church follows the Scriptural injunction, while the Russians consider it a 

temptation of the Evil One. Why?”51 

Gretchaninoff’s experience of the unfamiliar use of instruments during worship 

convinced him there was nothing diabolical about them. Rather, he was deeply moved 

by them and decided to break with his own tradition to prove their value in worship.52 

Although in the Russian Orthodox Church musical instruments were not permitted, he 

composed church music with instrumental accompaniment. Examples are: Polyeléi (His 

many mercies), Op. 60, (1912); Khvalitye Bóga (Praise ye God), Op. 65 (1913); 

Blagoslovi, dushéh moyá Góspoda (Praise the Lord, O my soul), Op. 88 (1916); and 

Demestvénnaya Liturgiya (A Domestic Liturgy), Op. 79 (1917). In the same way he 

composed his six Catholic liturgical settings including Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169 in 

which he used the organ.  

Another feature of Gretchaninoff’s desire to combine traditions is the blending of 

the characteristics of Orthodox chant and the Roman Catholic Mass. Though he is 

remembered most for his work as an Orthodox composer, Gretchaninoff is the first 

                                           

50 Gretchaninoff, 119. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Holmes, 38. 
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among the Russian composers to compose for the Roman Catholic liturgy. The works 

began with Missa Oecumenica, Op. 142, and continued through Missa Sancti Spiritus, Op. 

169. Through these works he proved himself to be an innovator. To describe 

Gretchaninoff’s creativity, Camp uses the word heterodox, a term which Yasser also uses 

in his article:  

Following his emigration from Russia, Gretchaninoff continued to compose 
sacred choral music, the most notable of which included a group of heterodox 
compositions from the 1930s and early 1940s that infused the style of his 
Russian Orthodox heritage into accompanied settings from the Catholic liturgy, 
including the Missa Oecumenica, Opus 142, the Missa Festiva, Opus 154, Six 
Motets, Opus 155, the Mass for Women’s or Children’s Chorus and Organ, Opus 165, 
the Mass Et in Terra Pax, Opus 166, composed 1942; and the Mass Sancti Spiritus, 
Opus 169.53 

 
 

Quasi-Chant Music 
 
 Russian Orthodox chant is closely linked with the time of the Christianization of 

Russia. In the ninth century, Byzantine missionaries were already involved in the 

Christianization of the Slavs, and Vladimir I (958-1015), grand prince of Kiev, settled 

officially on Eastern Orthodox Christianity in 988.54 Historically, the Byzantine Empire 

exerted influence on the Orthodox Church which is illustrated in part by the fact that 

Russian musical neumes are similar to Byzantine neumatic notation. 

After lengthy investigation by Russian scholars in the nineteenth-century 
(Razumovsky, Smolensky, Metallov), Preobrazhensky had by 1909 found 
evidence which proved the Byzantine origin of neumes in Russian musical 
manuscripts. In so doing he demonstrated, though only on a limited scale, the 
dependence of the earliest Russian chants on their Byzantine models.55 
 

Gretchaninoff was greatly influenced by Russian Orthodox Church music. Ancient 

traditional music, Znamenny chant, has long been recognized as the principal chant of 

                                           

       53 Camp, 116. 
54 Velimirović, 337. 
55 Ibid. 
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the Russian Church.56 In the middle of the seventeenth-century, the Russian Orthodox 

Church accepted Western music after the church was reformed by Patriarch Nikon 

(1605-1681).57 

 Vladimir Morosan, founder and president of Musica Russica, mentions 

Gretchaninoff as one among nineteenth-century Russian composers who applied the 

technique of composing new quasi-chant melodies for sacred choral music. His use of 

quasi-chant melody was a central part of his church choral music—not only in his early 

choral church works, but also in this Mass setting.  

 Studying Missa Sancti Spiritus from the perspective that it is based on Russian 

chant, the most important features of this style may be identified as follows: 

1. Reciting tone: repeated musical pitch 

2. Rising and falling conjunct motion  

3. Musical drone tone: Ison 

 
Reciting Tone: Repeated Musical Pitch 

 In his large sacred work, Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, No. 1, Op. 13 (published 

in 1898), Gretchaninoff included a reciting tone (Musical Example 3) in the Creed 

movement which resembles the repeated musical pitch of Znamenny chant (Musical 

Example 4). The same pitch is kept for the duration of the chant which is composed in a 

speech-like fashion. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                           

56 Alfred J. Swan, 232. 

       57 Vladimir Morosan, Monuments of Russian Sacred Music, 988-1988, Vol. 1 (Washington, 

D.C.: Musica Russica, 1991), xlvi. 
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Musical Example 3. Reciting tone of No. 8a Creed in Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, No. 1 
Opus 1358 

 

Musical Example 4. A reciting tone in Znamenny Chant (early seventeenth-century)59 

 

 In Missa Sancti Spiritus, Gretchaninoff wrote an alto solo that is in the style of a 

reciting tone. The same note repeats with triplet notation in speech-like fashion with 

organ accompaniment (see Musical Example 5). Musical Example 5 shows chant-like 

recitation and Musical Example 6 shows a recitative-like chant with repeated notes, 

now in an overall rising melodic line that also incorporates skips and leaps. 

 
 

                                           

       58 Alexandre Gretchaninoff, Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom, No. 1 Opus 13. 

       59 Morosan, 23. 
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Musical Example 5. A chant-like repetition in Gloria, mm. 27-3160 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                           

 60 Alexandre Gretchaninoff, Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169. 
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Musical Example 6. A recitative-like chant in Credo, mm. 1-6 
 

 

 For the alto soloist, the chant-like style appears again in measures 76 to 80. The 

F pitch is repeated and functions as a reciting tone. 
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Musical Example 7. A reciting tone in Credo, mm. 76-80 
 

 

This reciting tone appears in the choral parts as well. In the Credo, the soprano 

and alto parts both sing the E-flat pitch together repeatedly (Musical Example 8).  
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Musical Example 8. A reciting tone in Credo, mm. 85-90 

 
   

 In Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169 the reciting tone does not function in the same 

manner as a reciting tone of the Gregorian chant. It is not part of an entire melodic 

formula for which that pitch is a structural note. 
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Rising and Falling Conjunct Motion 

In this Mass, the second chant feature is the rising and falling conjunct motion. In 

Orthodox chant the melody often has a small range with conjunct rising and falling 

motion (Musical Example 9). 

Musical Example 9. Rising and falling conjunct motion of Znamenny chant in the 
seventeenth-century (Anonymous)61 
 

 

 Rising and falling conjunct motion not only appears in solo chant, but also 

polyphonically as the following example (Musical Example 10), from The Cherubic Hymn 

(three voices) for the Divine Liturgy in the seventeenth-century. 

Musical Example 10. Rising and falling conjunct motions of Polyphonic Znamenny chant 
(Anonymous)62 
 

 

  

                                           

 61 Ibid., 39.   
 62 Ibid., 91. 
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 In Musical Example 11, the top melody of the organ part is rising and falling 

conjunct motion (mm. 2–5) and the motion is found in the melody of the soprano 

section as well. 

Musical Example 11. Rising and falling conjunct motions of organ and chorus in Kyrie, 
mm. 1-5 
 

 
 

 Both Musical Example 11 and 12 show examples of the organ doubling for rising 

and falling conjunct motion of the choir.  
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Musical Example 12. Rising and falling conjunct motions of voices and organ in Credo, 
mm. 63–67 
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Ison (Drone) 
 
 In traditional Russian music, a drone pitch is called an Ison (Greek.). It is a slow-

moving lower vocal or instrumental part to accompany the melody. The Grove Music 

Online Dictionary provides a definition of Ison, “in the performance of Byzantine 

liturgical music, the Ison is the drone-like sustaining of the fundamental note of the 

mode by some members of the choir, while the other singers chant the melody.”63 

Russian peasants always sang their songs in non-unison fashion, improvising 

contrapuntal voices, which is known as podgoloski (in literature ‘under-voice’) against 

the main melody.64  

 Use of Ison in liturgical music was a practice of the early Christian Church in 

Greece, the Bulgaria and Romania. Similarly, in Russian liturgical music, Znamenny 

chant was performed with Ison during the fourteenth and the fifteenth-centuries. In the 

Bulgarian chant “Lord, I call upon Thee,” drone music (Ison) appears as shown in 

Musical Example 13:  

Musical Example 13. Ison (Drone) in Bulgarian Chant “Lord, I call upon Thee”65 

 

 

 In Gretchaninoff’s Missa Sancti Spiritus the first Ison appears at the fifth measure 

of the Gloria movement. Generally the Ison is in the lowest voice as a harmonic pedal, 

but here the Ison is located in the top line (Musical Example 14). Additionally, the 

position of this Ison allows inclusion of other melodies in a rising and falling conjunct 

                                           

 63 Don Michael Randel, ed., “Ison,” in The Harvard Dictionary of Music (The Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2003), 127. 
 64 Johann Von Gardner, Russian Church Singing (St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1980), 
231. 
 65 Ibid. 
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motion. With two features of Znamenny chant in the same measures, the characteristic 

of Orthodox chant is presented very clearly. 

Musical Example 14. Isons (Drones) in Gloria, mm. 3-6 
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 A second Ison appears at measure 19 of the Gloria movement. In this segment F3 

is sustained as a function of harmony for the F triad and the B-flat triad (musical 

Example 15). 

Musical Example 15. Ison (Drone) in the Gloria, mm. 18-21 
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 Gretchaninoff uses Ison both in the organ and voice parts. In Musical Example 16, 

the pedal of the organ shows a very low Ison (D2) and the bass voice continues the D 

pitch. At measure 75 even the harmony is inverted to a variant harmony (ii Ø 65), the bass 

vocal part keeps the function of the Ison. 

Musical Example 16. Ison (Drone) in Gloria, mm. 72-75 
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 In mm. 71-73 of the Credo, the pedal of the organ and the bass voice function as 

‘Ison’ (Musical Example 17). 

 
Musical Example 17. Ison (Drone) in Credo, mm. 71-74 
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 In the Sanctus, Gretchaninoff uses Ison as well. From measure 15 to measure 19, 

the bass the pitch G3, while the pedals carry the note an octave lower (Musical Example 

18). 

Musical Example 18. Ison (Drone) in Sanctus, mm. 15-19 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



50 

 

 More drone pitches are found in the Agnus Dei. The first Ison appears at 

measure 15 on E2 in the organ (musical Example 19). At measure 26 the second Ison 

(C3 and C2) begins and provides a sonorous foundation for the chorus (musical 

Example 20). 

Musical Example 19. Ison (Drone) in Agnus Dei, mm. 15-18 

 
 
Musical Example 20. Ison (Drone) in Agnus Dei, mm. 26-29 
 

 

 



51 

 

Three Nineteenth-century Harmonic Practices of Gretchaninoff’s 

 In Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169 Gretchaninoff employs three nineteenth-

century harmonic practices. They are chromatic mediant relationship, sequential 

progression, and distinct use of mode. 

 
Chromatic Mediant Relationship 

 In the Gloria movement Gretchaninoff employs a chromatic mediant 

relationship for a chromatic modulation. Musical Example 21 shows the analysis of 

measures 6 through 9, in which the chromatic mediant (sharp III) is directly 

transformed into the tonic of the next phrase. This movement starts on D major and the 

tonality is changed to F-sharp major, then B-flat major (enharmonically A-sharp major). 

The relationship between the three tonalities is a major third. The common tone of D 

major and F-sharp major is F-sharp, and that of F-sharp major and B-flat major is B-flat 

(A-sharp). 
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Musical Example 21. Chromatic mediant relationship in Gloria, mm. 6-9 

 
  

The chromatic mediant relationship was occasionally employed in the Baroque and 

Classical periods, but this relationship became much more common during the 

Romantic period.  
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 In Musical Example 22 shows another example of chromatic mediant 

relationship which is between F major triad and A major triad. There is a minor-

dominant 7 which is a function to change into the tonic of the next phrase smoothly. 

Musical Example 22. Chromatic mediant relationship in Gloria, mm. 21-26 
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 In the Credo movement, a chromatic mediant relationship is found at measure 

10-12 (Musical Example 23). The common tone of D major and B-flat major is pitch D. 

Musical Example 23. Chromatic mediant relationship in Credo, mm. 10-12 
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 Gretchaninoff created an abrupt modulation at the text “Qui propter nos 

homines,” by using a mediant chromatic relationship (Musical Example 24). For new 

tonality, B major seventh is used as a dominant in E major triad. This dominant chord (B 

major triad) is the diatonic mediant of G-sharp minor (enharmonically A-flat minor) and 

the relationship contains a common tone of E-flat (D-sharp).  

Musical Example 24. Modulation with mediant chromatic relationship in Credo, mm. 23-
26. 

 
 

Sequential Progression 

The use of sequence in music gives a strong sense of development and unity. In 

Kyrie a modified sequence is used. The sequence appears not only in the choral part, but 

also between the organ accompaniment (Musical Example 25) and soprano (Musical 

Example 26). 

Musical Example 25. Original statement of the organ in Kyrie, mm. 4-5
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Musical Example 26. Subsequent statements in Kyrie, mm. 25-28 

 

In Gloria a melodic sequence appears in the organ from measure 15 to measure 19 

(Musical Example 27). The musical rhythm changes as the section progresses, but 

melodic elements are sequenced though altered. 

Musical Example 27. Melodic sequences in Gloria, mm. 15-20 

 

 Another sequence used is one that modulates, leading from one tonal center to 

another. In Kyrie, a modulating sequence occurs in measures 4 through 7. Beginning in 

measure 4 the tonal center shifts from G major to E minor through the use of C-sharps 

and D-sharps. The tonality turns to A major which subsequently is perceived as the 

dominant of D minor (Musical Example 28). 
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Musical Example 28. Modulating sequence in Kyrie, mm. 1-7 

 

  

Use of Modes  

 The traditional Western Church system of modes involves eight different scales 

used from the eighth century to the sixteenth-century. In the Middle Ages and the 

Renaissance, the modes dominated a great deal of the music, however the development 

of modes changed over the years. Aeolian and Ionian were named by Heinrich Petri 

(1488–1563) in 1547 and after the eighteenth-century another new mode, Locrian, was 

added to the mode chant theory. In the nineteenth-century, many composers revived 

use of the modes in their compositions. Jim Samson, professor emeritus of music at 

Royal Holloway and University of London, made these comments regarding the use of 

modes in the nineteenth-century: 

 Apart from often-cited modal inflections in several works by Beethoven, some of 
 the earliest extensive use of modes is to be found in Chopin, Berlioz and Liszt. 
 All three composers exerted an important influence on the modal practice of 
 nineteenth-century Russian music, where modality became a much more 
 integral aspect of musical thought than in Western Europe. A direct line of 
 descent can be traced in this respect from the modality of Mussorgsky and 
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 Borodin to that of Debussy, Janecek and early twentieth-century ‘nationalists’. In 
 the work of Kodaly, Holst and Falla, modal elements still tend to act as a 
 ‘modification’ of a diatonic procedure whose background presence is still clearly 
 felt.66 
   

Gretchaninoff used the old church modes in Missa Sancti Spiritus, Opus 169. In the first 

measure of the Gloria movement he uses A-mixolydian mode in the organ melody 

(Musical Example 29). 

Musical Example 29. Use of A-mixolydian mode in Gloria, mm. 1-2 

 
Gretchaninoff also uses the Locrian mode. It appears in measure 11 of Gloria movement, 

where the C-Locrian mode is found in the organ accompaniment (Musical Example 30). 

Musical Example 30. Use of C-Locrian mode in Gloria, mm. 11-13 

 
 

Another brief passage in Locrian is found in the Credo movement. From measure 31 to 

measure 32 the organ features the E-Locrian mode (Musical Example 31).  

 

 

 

                                           

 66 Jim Samson, Music in Transition: A Study of Tonal Expansion and Atonality, 1900-1920 

(Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 148. 
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Musical Example 31. Use of E-Locrian mode in Credo, mm. 31-32 
 

 

 

 Gretchaninoff revives the church mode in a way that makes the quality distinct 

from the prevailing major-minor system. For this Mass, the church mode is used as a 

compositional tool and he attempts to incorporate it into the new composition.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 In the nineteenth-century, a Russian Orthodox musical style re-emerged in 

sacred choral music. Choral compositions of the Russian Imperial Court were set for the 

ordinary portions of the liturgy, but gradually composers of the nineteenth-century 

desired to include style features of Russian Orthodox heritage of their works. They 

utilized Znamenny chant as the foundation of their choral compositions.67 

 The musical characteristics of Znamenny chant have influenced many Russian 

choral composers, including Gretchaninoff. His choral compositions are often based on 

Znamenny chant. He studied and adapted the features for his choral works. Furthermore, 

as one of the Romantic period composers, he brought two traditions together: Russian 

traditional chant tunes and the harmonic language of the nineteenth-century. 

 When one understands Znamenny chant more deeply, one gains a better 

understanding of Gretchaninoff ’s choral compositions. For example, in the study of 

Missa Sancti Spiritus with its chant-based music, the Znamenny influence is found in the 

reciting tone, rising and falling conjunct motion, and musical drones. These traits are 

from Russian Orthodoxy and are traditional musical features. Awareness of this will 

assist the scholar in understanding Gretchaninoff’s chant-based compositions. Not only 

did Gretchaninoff know how to combine Russian Orthodox church tunes and the 

harmonic language of his period, but his use of chromatic modulation, sequential 

progression, and his utilization of Greek modes in his Mass show that he was endowed 

                                           

 67 Jeffery B Wall, “The Influence of Znamenny Liturgical Chant on the Nineteenth-
Century Russian Choral School: A Guide for Performance,” Choral Journal, Vol. 50, No. 3 (2009): 
22. 
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with excellent compositional abilities as well. As the first Russian composer to include 

instrumental accompaniment in Russian sacred works, Gretchaninoff further 

demonstrated his ability to combine the musical characteristics of the Eastern and 

Western churches.  
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