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Review
State Symphony Capella of Russia at St. Stanislaus (CMA Viva! and Gala Series, November 10)

On Wednesday evening November 10, the Cleveland Museum of Art presented a concert by the State Symphony Capella of Russia, under the leadership of Valeri Polyansky, in the magnificent Shrine Church of Saint Stanislaus in Cleveland in conjunction with the special exhibition “Treasures from Heaven”. The performance was electrifying, provoking and enthusiastically received by all in attendance. This was a group of highly trained choral singers the likes of which I have never heard.

As Polyansky made his entrance, you could tell by his facial expression, demeanor and gait that this concert was going to be something exceedingly grand and spectacular. He came directly to the podium, saying absolutely nothing, and very deliberately, with small, clear gestures, began to weave an enthralling tapestry of multiple colors, tones and sounds. In the first few minutes it became clear that the audience were about to experience one of the most majestic choral sounds ever to be heard in Northeast Ohio.

Capella’s choral literature was predominantly Russian and ranged in style from the great classics of Bortianski (1751-1825 — Concerto for choir #19, The Lord said unto my Lord, Tchaikovsky (1840-1893 — Fragments from Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom) and Rachmaninoff (1873-1943 — Fragments from All-Night Vigil-Vespers) to the more contemporary styles of John Tavener (b. 1944, English — Funeral Ikos & Zhukovskiy Chant), Alfred Schnittke (1934-1998 — Choral Concerto/2nd movement) and Nikolay Sidelnikov (1930-1992 — Spiritual Concerto). And then there were, of course, the concert’s final folksongs which wonderfully showed the slightly lighter side of the Russian style and in the Kalinka brought forth visions of hearty cossack dancers reveling in the uproarious festivities of food and drink.

Theirs was a choral sound steeped in the obvious tradition of Russian choral singing and the European style of “straight line tone.” There was no hint of vibrato and yet the voices filled the sanctuary of Saint Stanislaus with glorious sounds ranging from triple pianissimo to triple forte. Both the vocal softness and vocal power was overwhelmingly dramatic. And, with this “no vibrato” choral style they very intricately traversed the wide spectrum of choral sounds from the gently hushed to the full bodied and boisterous. 

The choral entrances were impeccably precise. Even their breathing was precise. Body and facial movement were kept to a minimum while letting the singing do the talking. It was as if I were watching one singer and not 40 singers, all of whom sounded as if they had studied singing with the same teacher. The remarkable range of choral shading was at one moment sweet and angelic while at the next turn of a phrase haunting, dark and solemn. 

I was so enthralled with the group and its singing prowess that composers and compositions seemed to just pass me by as I put my head back and reveled in the glorious sounds emanating from the front of the church and swirling about in my head. Without going into detail, suffice it to say that each and every composition was praiseworthy and sung with the beauty and nuance that only a real “no vibrato” choral style can produce. This style is in no way akin to the boy soprano style of the Renaissance. 

This was a style possessing a depth of rich darkness and hauntingly powerful thrust. The overtones rang throughout the entire evening’s performance and both the blend and balance were absolutely breathtaking. It is very important that I point out the delicacy with which Maestro Polyanski brought the ends of pieces to fruition. His elongation prior to the final cadences had people on the edges of their seats waiting for resolution. When the final chord was dutifully sustained and stretched into obscurity, there was a collective sigh of approval throughout the entire audience.

This was a group of choral singers who had come to Northeast Ohio to take care of business, the business of singing, and sing they did! There was an immediate and spontaneous standing ovation at the end of the concert and an automatic demand for an encore which was graciously given. Finally, Maestro Polyansky smiled his approval to a very appreciative and caring audience. The business of singing had been completed.

I like to refer to concerts as being some type of beautiful concert/painting. This concert/painting was a finished work of art with no added brush strokes needed — and tonight it even came framed. The State Symphony Capella of Russia is the standard by which all great choruses of the world should want to be judged and likened to for purity of sound and dramatic expression.
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