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Mikhail Sergeevich Konstantinov, a conductor, composer and singer was born on 

October 22, 1904 in the Fortress of Novo-Georgievsk, Russia. He made giant 

contributions to the sphere of secular classical music and even more so to the realm of 

Russian Orthodox liturgical music.  His fate was both glorious as well as tragic, because 

he lived during the most treacherous times of his homeland’s history. 

After WW2, he became one the millions of compatriots who were forced to 

emigrate, which in turn rendered his talent and his creative life virtually unknown, even 

to the majority of his compatriots. 

 Had the historical and social circumstances been different, the name of Mikhail 

Konstantinov undoubtedly would have taken its place among such giants as Kastal’sky, 

Chesnokov, Shaliapin, or Sobinov, all those who have richly embellished the history of 

Russian culture with their talents. 

 Within the scope of this very short and by far not complete biographical overview, 

and using the limited amount of resources at my disposal, I will attempt to recreate the 

spiritual and creative make-up of Mikhail Konstantinov in order to allow future 

generations to familiarize themselves with the life and work of a most prominent and 

distinguished conductor, tenor, musicologist and composer, who by rights should be 

ranked among the finest musicians of Russia, as well as the Diaspora. 

 There is a saying: “God gave us three cities – Matushka Moskva for our hearts, 

shimmering St. Petersburg for our minds, …and Kiev, wonderful, radiant, ancient Kiev, 

for our souls.” 

 It was in Kiev, the baptistery and cradle of Russia, surrounded by a very pious and 

educated family, that the young Mikhail grew up.  His childhood was relatively calm, 

being as the Konstantinov family was far away from the swelling political turmoil of the 

north. 

 The boy had a beautiful voice and along with his three older brothers regularly 

served as an altar boy and sang in church. Young Mikhail was full of impressions from 

the divine services and the Cathedrals of Kiev, the Kievo-Pecherskaya Lavra, and the 

Nikolsky Monastery, not far from Lavra, across from which he lived and which he most 

often frequented.  God granted him the good fortune of being acquainted with the talents 

of the great musicians and conductors of the time, such as Kalishevsky, Goncharov and 
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Grindenko, all of whom helped Mikhail to develop a refined taste in music and sparked 

his talents. 

 In 1917, the Bolshevik Revolution marked the end of this portion of young 

Mikhail’s life. Russia was in upheaval – violence was all around.  There was ruthless 

persecution, senseless destruction and a sudden halt to centuries of development and 

growth of Russia.  

 At the age of 14, without telling his parents, Mikhail joins the army of General 

Denikin, following his older brother, who had joined earlier. The patriotic surge in young 

Misha’s soul shows that he had a fervent love for Russia and was prepared to give his life 

in the fight against the atheistic, spiritually void and blind, fanatic brutal materialists who 

were obsessed with building a new “democratic” society for which it was necessary to 

destroy millions of lives, including those of young idealists like Misha Konstantinov.  

Soon, while still in the military, Mikhail was stricken with typhoid fever and was 

transported from place to place with other wounded or sick soldiers on sleds for a lengthy 

period of time.  When his condition worsened, he was abandoned in a shack, on a bed of 

straw. 

 But God preserved his chosen servant.  The Bolsheviks found him, had pity on 

him, and sent him to a hospital.  Mikhail’s survival was a miracle.  Due to his illness, he 

had lost his memory and with great difficulty, while very weak, aimlessly wandered in a 

haze, but instinctively aiming his wanderings in the general direction of Kiev.  During his 

moving from place to place he met several of his fellow classmates who recognized him 

and helped him regain his memory and consequently find his way home.  It was God’s 

Providence that his enlistment in General Denikin’s army remained a secret through all 

his life under Communist rule, for they never found out about this episode of his 

biography. 

 It was after his return that Mikhail begins his musical education.  He enrolls in 

Kiev’s Conservatory, where he develops his beautiful tenor voice and graduates with 

highest honors.  He is then accepted into the famous Lisenko Institute, where he studies 

conducting and again graduates with honors.  He plays the French horn in the 

Conservatory orchestra, a love of his youth, which he cherished in his heart for the rest of 

his life.  The influence of the soft, mellow sound of the French horn can be felt in many 

passages of his compositions and harmonizations.  He became a substitute conductor of 
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the Conservatory orchestra.  While still a student in the Conservatory, for a short while, 

he becomes the precenter of the St.Nicholas church in Pritisk.  At the age of 18, Mikhail 

conducts the early Divine Liturgy at St. Nicholas Church over the graves of Askold and 

Dir, the founders of Kiev.  At the same time he conducts Vigil services and late Liturgies 

at the famous St. Andrew’s church in Kiev.  

 Konstantinov’s love of liturgical music is combined with a strong interest in 

secular classical music.  He is accepted into the Kiev Opera.  His soft, lyrical tenor does 

not go unnoticed and he is highly acclaimed by critics.  He becomes the primo tenor of 

the Kiev Opera.  

 Konstantinov’s talents were not limited to the performance of opera alone.  He 

frequently performed as conductor of the Kiev Symphony Orchestra.  He was universally 

uniquely gifted – a nationally acclaimed musician.  To give an idea on Konstantinov’s 

talent, suffice to say that he sang Lenski’s area from the opera Eugene Onegin in 

performance over 200 times. 

 In 1939, having earned the distinguished title of Laureate of the Ukraine, 

Konstantinov was sent to Moscow to participate in the National (Vsesoyuzniy) 

Competition where he won  1
st
 prize.  However there was doubt among the senior judges 

as to Konstantinov’s political dependability, since he categorically refused to become a 

member of the Communist Party.  It was because of this that the 1
st
 prize was given to 

comrade Vinogradov, a devoted party member. 

 In the poor, deprived conditions of Soviet life, where there was complete cultural 

isolation and no opportunity to freely pursue cultural goals, the young tenor could not 

find a stage worthy of his talent.  But fortunately, this was not the main desire of Mikhail 

Sergeevich. 

 Uncompromising hatred for the godless Bolsheviks forced Konstantinov to 

sacrifice his brilliant career in the Opera.  During the Second World War, together with 

his young wife, Olga Andreevna, his two young children, Oleg and Tatiana, he leaves 

Russia and forges his way to the West, where all the deprivations of a refugee awaits him.  

During one of many bombardments, Konstantinov’s library of liturgical music, 

something he could never part with no matter how difficult or tumultuous the times were, 

goes up in flames. 
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 Wherever Konstantinov was in Europe he conducted church choirs.  While he was 

in Vienna he formed a choral ensemble which became renowned in Europe.  In Germany, 

he was one of the main soloists in the famous choir of the “Chernomorskie kazaki” under 

the direction of Boris Mikhailovich Ledkovsky, who was also a very close friend of his. 

Their friendship lasted until Boris Mikhailovich’s death in 1975. 

 Under difficult, deprived conditions in Austria and then Germany, Konstantinov 

continues his dedicated service to the Church.  His first task was to reconstruct the library 

of liturgical music, which he lost in the bombing during the War.  Using his phenomenal 

memory, he reconstructed the Obikhod and also many compositions of Great Russian 

composers, meticulously writing everything out by hand on any paper, or in any 

notebook that was available.  To this day, both choirs in the Holy Virgin Cathedral in San 

Francisco still sing from these manuscripts. 

 The first piece that Mikhail Sergeevich reconstructed was Vedel’s Pokaianie in 

Kalishevsky’s rendition.  (Kalishevsky was the choir conductor at the St. Sophia 

Cathedral in Kiev and had a pronounced influence on several of Konstantinov’s 

compositions).  

 It was at this point in Konstantinov’s life that his creative talents began to develop.  

His first composition, written while studying at the Conservatory, was a short piece, 

Predstatel’stvo khristian”.  This simple composition was published by the Rev. Nicholas 

Veiglas, who published liturgical music in Berkeley, California, under the title “The 

Music Library of the Orthodox Christian”.  This piece is now sung in many of our 

parishes throughout the world.  Due to the extremely humble nature of Mikhail 

Sergeevich, the work was not signed and unfortunately, the published piece had a 

notation that read “author unknown”. 

 Konstantinov begins composing music for the Divine Liturgy: “Bless the Lord, o 

my soul”, “We have seen the true Light”, the concluding “Many years” and the Cherubic 

Hymn.  Soon the sacred landscape of Europe is replaced by the dreams of the New World 

of abundance – America. 

 In 1950, Mikhail Sergeevich was invited to America to sing in the Holy Virgin 

Cathedral choir in San Francisco under the direction of Valerian Stepanovich Luksha. 

(V.S. Luksha was a student of the famous conductor and composer Aleksandr 
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Arkhangel’sky in St Petersburg. Later, in Manchuria, V.S. Luksha was the director of the 

choir in the Iveron Church of the Mother of God in Harbin.) 

 Soon after arriving in San Francisco, Mikhail Sergeevich receives an offer to be a 

soloist in the famous “Don Cossack Choir” under the direction of Sergei Jaroff (Zharov). 

He wanted to decline the offer, but taking into consideration that his family was living 

below the poverty level, he reluctantly agreed.  Upon his return to San Francisco, the 

rector of the Cathedral, Protopresbyter Mikhail Pol’sky, author of the 2 volume work 

“New Martyrs and Confessors of Russia”, had an idea to start serving early Liturgies at 

the Cathedral.  A side altar, dedicated to St. Nicholas was erected and Mikhail Sergeevich 

began directing the choir during early Divine Liturgies. 

 In 1953, Konstantinov is appointed conductor of the main Cathedral choir.  At that 

time, the pontifical services were officiated by His Eminence, Archbishop Tikhon 

(Troitsky), of blessed memory.  During these years, Mikhail Sergeevich formed a 

remarkable choir, which became renowned throughout the Russian community on the 

West Coast.  Under his masterful hand sang many people who once were singing in 

choirs under the direction of such conductors as Sveshnikov, Arkhangel’sky, Kalishevsky 

and others.  There were also singers from the best choirs of China and Europe.  The 40 

voice choir sung with great difficulty on the narrow, stuffy balcony of a once beautiful 

gothic Lutheran church, which at that time served as the Cathedral seat of the Western 

American Diocese of the persecuted Russian Orthodox Church. 

 It is at this time that a new era ensues in the life of this most talented musician and 

composer.  This period in the life of Mikhail Sergeevich Konstantinov must be 

considered his most productive.  To speak of his life and not touch upon the construction 

of the new Cathedral in San Francisco would be impossible, since his creative life was 

inseparable from the Cathedral. 

 The Holy Virgin Cathedral, the spiritual center of one of the largest Russian 

Orthodox communities in America, sanctified by the presence of such hierarchs as St. 

John of Shanghai and San Francisco, whose incorrupt relics now lie in the church for all 

to venerate, will take a notable place in the history of Orthodoxy outside Russia.  Its 

construction was accompanied by great difficulties and unbelievable temptations.  The 

parish was subjected to very trying times.  Being a very active member of the parish 
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which he loved so, Konstantinov, as a result, also experienced a very difficult period in 

his life.  

 Nevertheless, setting aside this three-year period, the dream of constructing a new 

Cathedral became a reality.  From its inception, Konstantinov took a most active part in 

raising money for this worthy cause.  Luncheons were organized in conjunction with 

numerous concerts given by the choir.  Not only did the concerts raise funds, they also 

made people aware of the rich heritage of Russian Orthodox Liturgical music. 

 After the construction of the Cathedral, the choir’s work did not stop.  More 

concerts were organized to cover the costs of the interior decoration of the Cathedral with 

chandeliers, a carved iconostasis, and iconography.  Financial support was also given to 

the Cathedral Russian School.  This wonderful tradition continues to this day. 

 All of Konstantinov’s life he wrote, harmonized and composed liturgical music.  

During the last 30 years of his life, the creativity became more intense.  Being always 

involved with harmonization of ancient chants, Konstantinov devotes more and more 

time to producing works to be used during the Divine Services.  He begins to harmonize 

the “Znamennyi Obikhod” – he completed all of the Dogmatiks.  Some of the 

distinguishing characteristics of Konstantinov’s works are the movement for all voices 

with numerous passing notes forming seven chords and inversions of the tenor and 

soprano voices.  Chant melodies are untouched and reproduced faithfully. 

 The Matins Prokimena were harmonized for 4-voice choirs.  We also have the full 

cycle of Znamennyi chant Stepennyi, or Hymns of Degree, as well as all the Sunday 

Exapostilaria and the Great Doxology, all in Znamennyi chant. 

 Needless to say, Konstantinov left such a musical impact in San Francisco that not 

a single service goes by without our singing something written or harmonized by him.  

Many of our outlying parishes are also now using this music.  The same may be said of 

the Synodal Cathedral in New York City, where not a single service goes by without at 

least some influence of Boris Mikhailovich Ledkovsky’s compositional legacy. 

 One of the differences between Konstantinov and Ledkovsky is that the former, 

unfortunately still remains virtually anonymous.  He is one of our best kept secrets! 

Thanks to liturgical music conferences, Konstantinov’s works are beginning to be known 

on the East Coast, just as Ledkovsky’s works are being sung on the West Coast. 
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In addition to the above mentioned pieces, Konstantinov wrote for the entire cycle 

of services.  He left us with a complete Divine Liturgy, an array of Cherubic hymns: На 

Радуйся, Спасение соделал, Cофрониевская, Старо-Симоновская, На Творяй 

Ангелы, Киевского распева, and others; two harmonizations of Милость мира; Serbian 

chant and На разорение Москвы; It is truly meet - Tsar’ Feodor chant; a complete set of 

Kievan chant Prokimena, all 8 tones of the Znamenny chant Alleluia, numerous Troparia 

and Kontakia harmonized in the 4
th

 and 8
th
 tones in Greek chant; etc., etc., etc. 

 For the festal cycle, he harmonized numerous Megalynaria, the Exapostilaria for 

10 of 12 Great Feasts to the podoben “Жены услышите”.  For Great Lent, he composed 

an Exapostilarion, “The Wise Thief” for female trio with choir and harmonized another 

based on the Kievan chant where a baritone soloist faithfully carries the melody of the 

ancient chant.  For Pascha, he harmonized the Znamenny “Christ is risen” and the 

Paschal Stikhera, also in Znamennyi chant.  The list goes on. Additional manuscripts are 

still emerging. 

 Mikhail Sergeevich Konstantinov was a significant figure in Russian Liturgical 

musical activities for over 50 years.  As almost exclusively a composer of choral music, 

Konstantinov devoted himself to composing and harmonizing music for the Russian 

Orthodox Church.  The majority of Konstantinov’s work employs melodies from a 

variety of Russian chants.  The use of a significant number of melodies of the Znamenny 

chant definitely place Konstantinov within the camp of the Moscow School of composers 

who cultivated the use of this genre in their harmonizations. 

 Konstantinov was an extremely humble man who constantly strived for perfection, 

spiritually and musically, completely disregarding his own person.  He was entirely 

engulfed by the world of liturgical music.  His knowledge was coupled with a rare 

musical taste and creative imagination that were guided by those ideal sounds that he 

bore within his soul. 

 For nearly 30 years, Konstantinov directed the Cathedral choir in San Francisco.  

To sing with him on the one hand was surprisingly easy, but on the other hand was at 

times extremely difficult.  Easy, because his choristers realized and cherished his talent; 

difficult, because he was a perfectionist.  Konstantinov despised the mere thought of “just 

getting through the service”.  Every “Amin’”, every “Gospodi pomilui”, every “Podai 

Gospodi” was subject to the strictest criticism. 
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It would be impossible to count the number of services that were celebrated while 

he was conductor.  Without rest, always on time, for years, he toiled in the vineyard of 

God’s Holy Church, rehearsing, searching for, reconstructing, copying, composing sacred 

music.  His zeal was like a magnet that attracted people to him, especially the youth. 

 Retiring in the fall of 1979, Konstantinov implored the choir not to forget its main 

purpose for existence – to serve God and endure with humility all external trials and as 

one, with love, to avoid all possible internal conflicts. 

 Despite the enormous success of his choir, all requests for him to make a recording 

were categorically denied.  He never spoke about his talent and felt that to be concerned 

with one’s own fame would hinder what should be a higher desire – to serve the Holy 

Church. It didn’t matter to him whether there were 5 people in the church or 500 – he 

sang for God.  For the same reason, he never signed his work. 

 “A good artist”, said Konstantinov, “doesn’t think about himself, but thinks about 

other people”.  He would give of his talent to anyone who asked.  His music library was 

available for anyone who needed it.  Toward the end of his career, he taught singing in 

the Cathedral Russian School, and was an excellent teacher. 

 Less than a year after he retired, he had a stroke and was confined to a wheelchair.  

He humbly accepted this condition as God’s Divine will.  Less than a year before his 

death he foretold that he would live less than a year.  Eleven months later, on June 11, 

1982, after partaking of the Mystery of the Holy Communion, the servant of God Mikhail 

reposed in the Lord. 

 Konstantinov’s works are left to us as a legacy for strengthening our souls.  But the 

man, a creation of the Lord, left this world to meet his Master.  It was probably not 

difficult for his soul to depart his worn body after many month of illness.  He met his 

death with the same humility with which he had lived his life.  This kind, pious, prayerful 

person, who gave so many people so much joy through his singing, through his music, 

left us quietly and almost unnoticed – which was so characteristic of him. 

 And no matter how comforting it was to see hundreds of people come to give the 

“final kiss” – his absence will be and is felt to this day by those who were close to him 

for the duration of their life.  May his memory be eternal and may his name be lifted from 

anonymity for all to see and hear. 


