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AKHMATOVA REQUIEM 52’20
Requiem 0’47
I Dedication 12’43
II Introduction 3’36
III 3’08
IV 0’37
V 1’18
VI 2’01
VII 3’35
VIII 1’27
IX 1’30
X The Sentence 1’13
XI To Death 2’34
XII 1’39
XIII Crucifixion 0’44
XIV 4’36
XV 1’04
XVI Epilogue 2’15
XVII Epilogue II 7’35

Phyllis Bryn-Julson soprano • John Shirley-Quirk bass-baritone
BBC Symphony Orchestra • Gennady Rozhdestvensky conductor

NASH ENSEMBLE
Judith Pearce flute
Brian Wightman bassoon
James Watson trumpet
John Constable piano
Robert Calcutt domra
Marcia Crayford violin
Monica Huggett violin
Christopher van Kampen cello
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SIX RUSSIAN FOLK SONGS 16’16
O dark autumn night 3’37
In the garden stands a pretty birch tree 2’42
Darling, let us walk by the banks of the Volga 2’00
I have seen the great wide world 1’17
Pretty maid, why do you stare so longingly? 2’52
Kalinka 3’48

Elise Ross soprano • The Nash Ensemble

Total timing 69’00
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Six Russian Folk Songs were written late in 1978 and
they represent ‘a musical sigh of relief’ (to borrow
Stravinsky’s phrase) after a long spell of intensive
writing dating from my opera Therese (1975-77, which
received its premiere at the Royal Opera House, Covent
Garden in 1979) up to my monodrama The Immurement
of Antigone (1978). They also belong to a group of
‘Russian-inspired’ works including my opera A Gentle
Spirit and Liturgy of St John Chrysostom.

I have made basically simple settings of Russian folk
songs to make this wonderful folk-art available for
concert performance. This instrumentation of the songs
includes an ancient Russian instrument called a domra,
which bears a family resemblance to the balalaika.

The songs are an anniversary present to the Nash
Ensemble and are dedicated with my love to
Amelia Freedman. The Nash Ensemble with
Elise Ross (soprano), conducted by myself,
gave the first performance on 15 January
1979 at the Wigmore Hall, London.S
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SRussia’s greatest poetess, Anna Akhmatova, wrote

her Requiem during the late 1930s as a grim
testimony to the terrors of the Stalinist regime. Her
cry of anguish inspired me to compose this
complete setting of the original Russian text, to
which I have added some prayers from the Russian
Orthodox funeral service which are intoned by the
bass soloist.

With the stark scoring of soprano and bass
soloists, brass, strings and percussion, and the
severe and formal structure of the music, I have
tried to convey the grim, numbing cold of the
poetry. In Crucifixion, the spiritual and musical
climax which begins at section XIII, Akhmatova
contemplates the grief of Mary, the Mother of God,
connecting it with her own grief, and with that of
all mothers. The work ends gently, in the image of
the opening dedication, as Akhmatova gives
consent to a statue of herself being built ‘In the
place where I stood three hundred hours’.
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I  REQUIEM
l sought no shelter under foreign skies
nor safety under alien wings.
No, l was where my people were,
where all my people were, alas.

I  DEDICATION
This is the kind of grief to make the mountains 

yield,
to stem the mighty river’s flow. Regardless,
the prison bolts stay firmly in their place.
Beyond, the penal burrows
with their anguish are shut off.
There are those who savour fresh sea-breezes,
those who delight in sunset views.
We know nothing of it. And we are all the same.
The grating of vile keys is all we hear,
and soldiers tramping round.
We’d get up early as if to go to church.
We’d make our way across the city (savage now)
and come across each other, less vital than the 

dead.

The sun was lower then, the Neva foggier than 
before.

Yet even so we cherished hopes
which rang like distant music in our ears.
And then the sentence would be handed down.
Immediately, tears.
And she herself already isolated from the rest.

It was as if they’d wrenched life from her heart
and knocked her to the ground.
Nevertheless, alone, she was to stumble on.
Where now the friends. involuntary friends,
of my two years beneath the sign of Satan?
In their Siberian snowstorms what visions do 

they have,
what moonlit apparitions do they see?
My farewell greetings go to them.

Give repose to the souls of thy servants
together with the saints, O Christ:
where there is no pain,
nor sorrow,
neither sighing,
but life everlasting.

II  INTRODUCTION
All this was when the dead alone
could smile, content to be at peace.
And Leningrad was dangling in mid-air,
a vain appendage to its prisons.
It was then that regiments of the condemned
were on the move, driven mad by pain.
while railway sirens harshly sang
the only songs of parting.
Above us then there stood the stars of death.
And Russia, innocent and ancient,
writhed beneath those blood-stained boots,
the wheels of Black Marias.

III
They took you off at sunrise.
Instinctively I trailed behind.
Here were the makings of a funeral cortège.
And there were children crying in the dark.
The candle by the icons overflowed with wax.
Your lips retained the metal icon’s chill.
The sweat was clammy on your brow.
All this can never be forgotten.
Just like the wives of Peter’s victims
I’ll stand beneath the Kremlin towers
and l shall keen.

IV
Quietly flows the quiet Don.
Now the yellow moon has fun:

cap askew, he slips indoors,
spots a shadow on the floor.

This woman really isn’t well.
All alone for quite a spell.

Son in prison by decree.
Husband buried. Pray for me.

V
No, that’s not me, that’s someone else who’s 

suffering.
l couldn’t stand so much. As for what happened,
let it be covered with black drapes
and let them take the lamps away.

Night.

VI
lf only you,
the tease, the toast of all your friends,
the flighty sinner of Tsarskoe Selo,
had then been shown
the life that lay before you!
How you were to stand
food parcel in your hands
three hundredth in the queue
beneath the shadow of the Crosses prison
and how you were to pierce the New Year’s ice
with burning tears…
There the prison poplar sways
and makes no sound.
And yet how many guiltless lives
are coming to an end inside.

VII
For seventeen months l cried aloud
and called you home.
The executioner has often heard my pleas.
Son though you are, you are my nightmare now.
The world is topsy-turvy, and for good.
No longer l can tell
who is the beast and who the man,
or how much breathing space until the execution.
l am aware only of dusty flowers,
the sound of incense being offered.
the traces of a path that leads to nowhere.
Meanwhile my imminent destruction is foretold
by an enormous star
which stares me coldly in the eyes.

REQUIEM Anna Akhmatova

6 7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8



VIII
The weeks flit lightly by.
I’ll never understand what happened.
The white nights peered
into your prison, son.
Now, like voracious hawks,
they peer once more.
With bated breath
they speak about your lofty cross.
They speak of death.

IX
Give repose to the souls of thy servants
together with the saints, O Christ:
where there is no pain,
nor sorrow,
neither sighing,
but life everlasting.

X  THE SENTENCE
There was still life left in my breast.
Then on it fell a word of stone.
It can’t be helped. One way or another
surely I can cope?

There’s so much for me to do today.
I have my memories to kill.
I have to ossify my soul.
Once more I have to learn to live.

Or else. Outside my window
is summer’s festive rustle and its heat.
Long ago l had forebodings of
so radiant a day, so derelict a house.

XI  TO DEATH
In any case you’ll come. So why not now?
I’m waiting for you: life is hard.
I’ve put the light out.
For you, so simple and so marvellous,
the door is open.
Take on whatever guise you want for this.
Break in as poison gas
or, like some crafty thief,
creep up behind me with a cosh,
infect me with a dose of typhus,
or come at me with that familiar tool,
your well-tried, sickening lies.
Then I’d look down and see
the agent’s blueish cap,
the janitor’s pale features drawn with fear.
It’s all the same to me.
Indifferent, the Enisei rolls on,
the Pole Star shines.
The lustre in those blue and well-loved eyes
can hardly veil the ultimate in horror.

XII
Already madness covers half my soul.
It lulls it with strong wine
and lures it to the valley
of the shadow of death.

And I have understood
that l must yield to it.
The ravings that I hear
at one remove are mine.

It will not let me take
a single item with me
no matter how I plead,
no matter how l pester:

neither my own son’s fearful eyes,
those rock-like globes of anguish,
nor the day of the cloudburst,
nor the hour of my visit to prison,

nor the cool of precious hands,
nor the dark turmoil of the limes,
nor yet that faint and distant sound,
those final words of consolation.

XIII  CRUCIFIXION
Mother, do not weep for me,
the Son thou didst conceive
without seed in thy womb
who now is seen before thee
in the sepulchre.

XIV
Choirs of angels glorified the hour.
The heavens were dissolved in flames.
‘Why hast thou forsaken me?’ he asked the 

Father
He told his Mother, ‘Do not weep for me…’

For I shall rise
and shall be glorified:
as God I shall exalt in ceaseless glory
those who magnify thee
with faith and love.

XV
Magdalene smote her breast and wept.
The beloved disciple stood transfixed.
As to where the Mother stood in silence,
no one even dared to cast a glance.

XVI  EPILOGUE
l have learnt how faces droop,
how terror peers from half-closed eyes,
how suffering is chronicled on cheeks
which carry cuneiform incisions,
how locks of hair are suddenly transformed
from black or blonde to silver,
how smiles fade off compliant lips,
how dry and muted laughter speaks of fear.
And I pray not for myself alone:
for all who stood with me
through piercing cold or heatwaves in July
beneath those red unseeing walls.

Give repose together with the saints…

XVII  EPILOGUE II
Once more remembrance day draws near.
I can sense your presence, see and hear you.

You, for whom to reach ‘Enquiries’ with our help 
was touch and go,

you, who wouldn’t hear a word against your 
native land,

you, who’d shake your handsome head
and speak of this place being ‘like a second home’.
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If only I could name you all.
But they have all the lists, and there’s no way 

to check.

I have worked a generous protecting veil for them
out of the unpretentious words I overheard.

Always and everywhere I shall remember them.
Even if new disasters come, I shall not forget.

And if they were to gag my tortured mouth,
through which the people, a hundred million of 

them, cry

let them in turn remember me
when my remembrance day comes by.

If ever someone in this country were to think
of setting up some monument to me

l give the cheerful project my consent,
but on condition: that the monument

be not erected by the sea, where l was born – 
the sea and I were parted long ago;

nor in the imperial gardens near that sacred 
stump

by which a shade still seeks me, and cannot be 
consoled.

Let it be here, the place I stood three hundred 
hours,

where not one bolt was ever moved for me.

For even after death I’m hardly likely to forget
the rumble of the Black Marias,

the slamming of that loathsome gate,
the wailing, like some wounded beast, of that 

old maid.

And from my stiff bronze eyelids
let the melting snow slip down like tears,

let distant prison doves perform their song,
and let the Neva boats ply quietly along.

English translation © Sergei Hackel
Reproduced by kind permission of Chester
Music Ltd

SYNOPSES

I
O dark autumn night, no father, no mother, and my darling one and I do not live in peace...

II
In the garden stands a pretty birch tree. Who shall cut it down? The snowflakes fall, the
rabbits run, the hunters come, and the dogs are let loose. O my darling, stay! Sing a song
with us! How marvellous I saw it all! I cut the birch tree down...

III
Darling, let us walk by the banks of the Volga, let the people stare and say, ‘what a lovely
couple they are!’...

IV
I have seen the great wide world, true love was nowhere to be found. O my blue-eyed
darling, turn your eyes to me, and the world shall be yours...

V
Pretty maid, why do you stare so longingly at the fine coach, and the tall, strong young
soldier? A simpler fate is yours. Be happy while you can, for you shall marry a peasant, so
still your yearning heart...

VI
O, my little berry growing in my garden! I shall sleep under the evergreen – do not wake
me. Won’t you be mine, my lovely maiden?...

Reproduced by kind permission of Chester Music Ltd

SIX RUSSIAN FOLK SONGS
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John Tavener was born in 1944. His musical education took place in
the midst of Modernist fervour, a movement of which he felt an
instinctive and increasing mistrust. The first work that brought him
to widespread attention, The Whale (1966), was premiered in 1968
by the London Sinfonietta at their inaugural concert and released
on The Beatles' Apple Records label. 

Although many of his early works were inspired by the mystical
aspects of Roman Catholicism, his interest in tradition had led
Tavener to believe that the Western Christian Church was a
corrupted and corrupting force. Following his conversion to
Orthodox Christianity in 1977, Tavener produced a slew of works
heavily influenced by Orthodox liturgical texts, Russian and Greek
writers and themes, and the Orthodox tone systems. During this
period, Tavener had largely cut himself off from the contemporary
music scene, withdrawing into himself and his faith in the hope of
achieving a clarity worthy of his preferred subjects. 

Throughout his life Tavener suffered periodically from extreme ill
health, one serious instance occurring in the 1970s, another in the
early 1990s and another in the mid-2000s. In between he continued
to write pieces strongly influenced by Orthodoxy and by literature.
Though still an Orthodox Christian, the Universalist belief that all
organised religions are simply different interpretations of the same

underlying forces informed most of Tavener's work of this period
and beyond. Emergency heart surgery in Switzerland, followed by
many months in intensive care subsequent to the completion of
Towards Silence in 2007, halted his progress for a time, as well as
causing him to withdraw somewhat from spiritual themes. Recently,
he had returned to his love of Tolstoy and Mozart, and continued to
be deeply influenced by Hindu metaphysical thought. Some of the
resulting works were Three Shakespeare Sonnets (2010), La Noche
Oscura (2012), Three Hymns of George Herbert (2012), The Death of
Ivan Ilyich (2012), and Krishnalila (The Play of Krishna). 

In the few years before his death in November 2013, Tavener had
been preparing Flood of Beauty, a setting of the Soundarya Lahari –
a Sanskrit poem concerning Tavener's perennial theme of the
Eternal Feminine; and Requiem Fragments, concerning another:
suffering and existence. He was also developing music based on
Scottish folk songs. 

The music of John Tavener is published by Chester Music Limited. 

© Elizabeth Seymour

JOHN TAVENER (1944 - 2013)

12 13



This recording was previously issued by Carlton
Classics in its BBC Radio Classics series.

The Akhmatova Requiem was recorded live on 27
August 1981 at the Royal Albert Hall, London;
Six Russian Folk Songs were recorded live on 2
September 1979 at The Roundhouse, London.
Both works were performed as part of the BBC
Proms.
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