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RACHMANINOV

All-Night Vigil
The title of Rachmaninov’s All-Night Vigil is, 
obviously, a misnomer: you will be able to 
make the last tube home. Yet there are 
pieces that really do last a whole night long; 
works from different musical traditions that 
reflect very different conceptions of what it 
means to make music through the night, and 
to conceive a piece on roughly the same 
time-scale as the earth takes to spin from 
dusk to dawn.

Tavener’s The Veil of the Temple is a seven-
hour musical vigil that was composed to be 
performed through the night until morning. 
It’s an overwhelming experience that fuses 
religious traditions and musical signs and 
symbols into a spiritual progress through 
cycles of musical-ritual reflection and 
ever-increasing meditative intensity. Tavener 
said that the music ‘was deeply influenced by 
Orthodox vigil services, but I wanted to go 
beyond Christianity and embrace Islam, 
Hinduism, Buddhism and Judaism and the 
religion of the American Indians. The soprano 
solo … journeys through the eight cycles, 
reaching a total realisation of Self at the end 
of the last cycle where she recognises 
Christ’s divinity.’ Tavener thought of the 
piece as ‘the supreme achievement of my life 
and the most important work I have ever 
composed’, a musical journey that reaches a 
‘spiritual peak of intensity’ which resounds 
with the awesome combination of tam-tam, 
temple bowls, Tibetan horn, bells, organ and 
voices. Tavener’s is a true all-night vigil whose 
ambition is nothing less than the revelation of 
the unity of all faiths and all religious 
experience, a truth turned into a seven-hour 
musical epiphany. (There is a shorter, 
two-and-a-half-hour version of The Veil of the 

Temple, which has been performed at the 
Proms – but we await the full experience in 
the Royal Albert Hall.)

Max Richter’s Sleep is even longer than 
Tavener’s piece – around eight hours – and 
its goal is vastly less ambitious than Tavener’s, 
yet just as intriguing. Richter wants you to 
sleep to his music (at least, he doesn’t mind if 
you do) and he has designed this piece as a 
sort of epic lullaby for gently amplified 
chamber ensemble, in which the music 
hypnotises you into a state somewhere 
between sleep and dream and wakefulness. 
Richter’s Sleep might change your nocturnal 
consciousness, but that’s up to you: how you 
feel at the end of a night of sleep with Sleep 
is something that will be controlled as much 
by your metabolism as by Richter’s music. By 
complete contrast with Tavener’s all-night 
piece, Richter’s piece is avowedly secular, 
making no demands from its listeners apart 
from our curiosity, and as much attention as 
we want to give it.

In a non-nocturnal context, there are many 
pieces which last as long as a whole night but 
which weren’t designed for that purpose. 
Feldman’s Second String Quartet, at five 
hours long, is a midsummer night’s vigil if you 
listen to it that way, while Sorabji’s Sequentia 
cycle for solo piano, recently recorded by 
Jonathan Powell, lasts eight hours, an 
expansive explosion of the ‘Dies irae’ chant 
that would give you thrillingly hallucinogenic 
visions rather than lull you to sleep if you put 
it on one night!

The Royal Albert Hall has hosted a properly 
night-long musical journey at the Proms. In 
1981 an ensemble of great Indian musicians, 
led by the sitarist Vilayat Khan, performed 
ragas for the evening, night and dawn from 
11.00pm until 7.00 the next morning. There 

were three intervals and the continuous 
drone accompaniments necessary for all of 
the ragas were played in shifts by two 
musicians. Like Tavener and Rachmaninov, 
these Indian musicians voiced and breathed 
the song of the infinite mystery of the night 
and turned the Royal Albert Hall into a 
nocturnal-musical temple.

Join Tom Service on his musical odyssey in The Listening 
Service on BBC Radio 3, Sundays at 5.00pm, from  
3 September. Go to The Listening Service on the Radio 3 
website to hear clips, watch animations, download previous 
episodes and listen to the Proms Listening Service playlist.

Radio 3’s Tom Service proposes onward sonic explorations inspired by the music of tonight’s Prom
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Visit the Proms website  
for articles and more from  
the Proms Listening Service.
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