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The Church’s inheritance from Judaism 

The Christian Church was a new way of life, born into a Hellenistic (i.e. culturally 
Greek) world.   But much of its cultural inheritance came from Judaism: 

• Regular prayer;  ritual remembrances;   weekly and annual cycles;  feasts and fasts 

• From the Temple: 

– Sacrifices;  formal liturgy and ceremonial;  choral singing 

• From the synagogue: 

– Scriptural reading, preaching, and meditation;  communal prayer 

• combined with a ritual meal, derived from the Passover, which became the 
Church’s thanksgiving ritual: the Eucharist 

But with the destruction of the Temple, the temple ritual never became a strong part 
of the initial Christian tradition.   

Instead, Jewish forms of prayer, and the sacred writings – especially the Psalms – 
remained central to Christian practice. 



The Jewish singing tradition 

The Old Testament is full of references to music, both vocal and instrumental.  But in 
the first century, instrumental music disappeared from Jewish tradition. 

 - destruction of the Temple 
 - association of certain instruments with pagan rituals 

The Hebrew language includes a rich vocabulary for vocal music, and Jewish 
ceremonial included both antiphonal and responsorial singing. 

Scholars have found music still in use in certain corners of the Christian world 
(particularly Armenia) which seem to indicate the existence of a coherent tradition of 
singing (“cantillation”) which was passed on from Jewish cantors into Christian use. 

These melodies often involved patterns consisting of: 

 an initial intonation to the melody or phrase 
 chanted recitation on a fixed pitch 
 a conclusion or cadence that ended each phrase 

This musical tradition also included long passages on a single word or syllable, called 
melismas. 



The Syrian singing tradition 

The chant used among Syrian Christians made use of many of  these same patterns, 
and appears to have been in use for Aramaic before being adapted to the Greek 
language.  (The Syrian Orthodox and Catholic Churches use Aramaic to this day.) 

A characteristic feature of Syrian liturgy and singing was the madrasha – a chanted 
homily or sermon, often polemical or theological in nature, and making use of a 
responsorial refrain. 

Saint Ephrem the Syrian (306-373) was one of the earliest hymnographers (writers of 
hymns) in the Christian Church.  Born in Nisibis, he wrote poetry, hymns, and poetic 
homilies in the Syriac dialect of the Aramaic language, and taught at the Edessa, in 
what is today southeastern Turkey.  



Singing in the early Christian liturgy 
Since early times, Christian liturgical music has been monodic (making use of one melodic line), 
and vocal rather than instrumental. 

In his letter to the Ephesians, Saint Paul refers to three different kinds of singing: 

“Be filled with the spirit, addressing one another with psalms and hymns and inspired songs.”  
(Eph. 5:19) 

The Psalms, of course, included the 150 Psalms of David, to which the church appended a 
number of “odes” or canticles taken from the Old and New Testament, such as the song of the 
three young men in the furnace (Dan. 3:52-88).  From early liturgical documents, we know that 
these were often chanted aloud by one singer, while the faithful sang one verse of the psalm 
(usually the first verse) as a refrain. 

Even more than among the Jews, the Psalter (book of Psalms) became the prayer-book par 
excellence of the Christian Church. 

Hymns were known both to Greeks and Jews, and were usually sung to simple syllabic melodies. 
Pliny the Younger, governor of Bithynia from AD 110-113, wrote to the Emperor Trajan that the 
Christians , in their meetings, “sing a hymn to Christ as to a god.” 

Inspired songs were extended, exultant songs of praise, such as the Alleluia.   

 

 



The Most Ancient Christian Hymns 

The morning hymn called the Great Doxology in the Byzantine Rite, and beginning 
“Glory to God in the highest…”, is based on a Greek hymn from the 2nd or 3rd century. 

The evening hymn, “O Joyful Light”, was said by Saint Basil the Great to be so ancient, 
even in his own time (329-379), that no one knew who wrote it – but it was sung daily 
at the time of the lighting of the lamps. 

In 1918, a set of papyri were found in excavations at Oxyrhynchus in Egypt that 
contained a Christian hymn from the 3rd century, with musical notation in the ancient 
Greek fashion (using letters of the Greek alphabet to represent pitches): 

Let it be silent. 
Let the luminous stars not shine,  
Let the winds and all the noisy rivers die down;  
And as we hymn the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
 Let all the powers add "Amen. Amen."  
Empire, praise always, and glory to God,  
The sole giver of good things, Amen, Amen.   (West, Ancient Greek Music, 1992). 

The melody is diatonic, but does not follow ancient Greek musical models;  instead, it is 
constructed in the Middle Eastern fashion, of a number of melodic patterns, linked together. 



Christianity in the Fourth Century 
In AD 313, Christianity was legalized, ending several centuries of intermittent 
persecution.   Under the patronage of the Emperor Constantine and his mother Helen, 
numerous churches were built, and Christians could worship in public. 

This led to a blossoming of Christian liturgy, as the new Christian services expanded in 
scope to match the spaces and congregations that now assembled. 

Christianity was made the official religion of the Roman Empire in 390. 



The Byzantine Empire 
324 The Emperor Constantine begins to rebuild the small Greek town of Byzantium into a 
 new Eastern capitol for the Roman Empire -  New Rome, or Constantinople.   

476 The Western Roman Empire falls to barbarians.  Only the Eastern Empire survives. 

526   The Emperor Justinian reconquers parts of Italy and Spain. 

610   The Emperor Heraclius reorganizes the old Roman provinces into themes, and 
 makes Greek the official language of the empire, replacing Latin. 

1204-1261     Constantinople ruled by Latin crusaders. 

1453  Constantinople falls to the Turks;  end of the Eastern Roman Empire. 

During this entire time, the empire is only called Byzantine by those trying to associate it with its 
ancient Greek origins.   The citizens of the empire called themselves Romans.  European 
humanists later resurrected the name Byzantine in the 19th century, and today the term is used 
widely in scholarship and popular writing. 

 

Timeline of the Byzantine (Eastern Roman) Empire 

 

http://www.thelatinlibrary.com/imperialism/notes/byzantinechron.html


New Christian Hymns 

Since the end of the 1st century, Gnostics and heretics such as the Syrian Bardesanes 
(154-222) and his son Harmonius had written songs conveying their teaching and set 
them to popular melodies.  A few church fathers such as Ephrem the Syrian had 
responded in kind – using the same meters and melodies.   

But in general, the Christian church preferred to limit singing to the canonical 
scriptures.  This decision was affirmed at the Council of Laodicea (363-364), which 
decreed that no “private psalms” could be sung in church, but only “the book of the 
150 psalms.” 

In the West, this prohibition was repeated at the Council of Braga (563) in Spain.  But 
in the Christian East, new hymns were written – as long as they were restricted to the 
repetition and elaboration of ideas from the accepted psalms and canticles.   

To the Orthodox Christian, hymns came to be seen as a reflection of the songs of 
praise sung by the angels, rather than as a means of personal expression.  That hymn 
was best which spoke most truly and clearly about God.   



Monastic Hymnographers 
Saint Ephrem the Syrian – 4th century 

Saint Romanos the Melodist – 5th century 

 
Saint Andrew of Crete – 7th century 

Saint John Damascene and his foster-brother Cosmas the Hymnographer – 8th century 

 
Saint Kassiane the Nun – 9th century 

Saint Theodore the Studite and his brother Joseph the Confessor – 9th century 

Saint Theodore the Branded and Saint Theophanes the Confessor – 9th century 

Saint Joseph the Hymnographer – 9th century 



Development of the Eight-Tone System 
One consequence of the flurry of monastic hymn-writing in the seventh and eighth 
centuries was that there were simply too many hymns to sing each week.  Patriarch 
Severus of Antioch (465-538) prepared an ordering of Sunday hymns in eight tones – 
perhaps under the influence of ancient Greek musical practice that associated each 
echos or tone with a different scale. 

At the same time, several Eastern Christian Churches had calendars which ran in cycles 
of 50 days, or seven weeks plus one day.  (Such a calendar was used by the Jews, as 
well as other peoples of the Middle East).  Perhaps due to the patristic conception of 
Sunday as the “eighth day of Creation”, a calendar with eight-week cycles came into 
being. 

Saint John Damascene (676-749) and other monks of the Monastery of Saint Sabbas in 
Bethlehem are traditionally credited with the compilation of  the hymns in the Sunday 
octoechos, or book of eight tones, for the Byzantine Rite.     

One key development:  the music for each of the eight tones was not based on eight 
different scales.  Instead, each tone was associated with a different sent of melodic 
phrases, from which a composer assembled a melody for a hymn in that tone. 



Development of the Liturgical Year 

In the next phase of Byzantine hymn-writing, the cycles of hymns for the Great Fast 
and the Paschal season were compiled, along with the weekday hymns in the eight 
tones, and the hymns of the Menaion for each day of the year. 

The Menaion hymns were much more subject to change with time,  as each local 
church recognized and wrote hymns for its own new saints. 

Finally, the rules which governed the combining of hymns from different services were 
written and standardized.  This process was completed in the tenth century. 

By this point, virtually all the changeable hymns of the Byzantine liturgy had been 
assigned to one or another of the eight tones.   



Music in Constantinople 

The city of Constantinople, the imperial capitol, had hundreds of  churches, of which 
the most famous as the cathedral, the Church of Holy Wisdom (Hagia Sophia), built by 
the Emperor Justinian in 537.  Twenty years later, the church collapsed, and it was re-
build in 562 with a more solid dome. 

According to a decree of Justinian (535), the cathedral and the four churches attached 
to it were not to have a staff of more than 425:  60 priests, 100 deacons, 40 
deaconesses, 90 subdeacons, 110 lectors, and 25 singers.  New hymns and other 
chants had to be composed to be sung during the time required for the processions 
and entrances in the Liturgy;  one of those hymns, “O only-begotten Son”, is said to 
have been written by Justinian himself. 

The singers of the church were divided into two choirs.  Each choir was led by a 
domestikos, and the “first singer”, or Protopsaltes, stood in the middle to direct them.   

The liturgical ceremonies used in the cathedral of Hagia Sophia were copied in the 
major churches of the empire, and became a visible symbol of Orthodoxy (correct 
worship) and the splendor of Christian belief. 



The Ambo 

In Byzantine churches  such as Hagia Sophia, the Scriptures were read and hymns were 
sung from an elevated platform beneath the dome, called the ambo or ambon.   This 
platform was connected with the sanctuary by a raised walkway.    

Those who sang from the ambo were clergy, and thus official representatives of the 
church.  The Synod of Laodicea (363) ordered that “no one should sing in church 
except the canonical singers, who go up to the ambo and sing from a book.”   

In most public churches, all singers were ordained clergy.  (In monastic houses, the 
singing was done by the monks themselves, and in religious houses for women, the 
nuns sang liturgical chant.) 



The Sung Office of Constantinople 

The liturgy as celebrated in Hagia Sophia did not consist of the same services used in 
monasteries, and familiar to use today as the liturgy of the Byzantine Rite.  This set of 
liturgies was called the “sung office”, as opposed to the “chanted office” of the monks. 

It consisted primarily of Vespers, Matins, and the Divine Liturgy, along with a very 
popular vigil service called a Pannychis on the eve of feasts.   The services were quite 
long, and sung in their entirety.  The singers’ books were the Psaltikon, containing the 
hymns and music used by soloists;  and the Asmatikon, containing the hymns and 
music sung by the choirs. 

The sung office (also called the Asmatic Rite) required huge resources and trained 
singers, and was already in eclipse when Latin crusaders took Constantinople in 1204 
and instituted Western liturgical rites.   After the Byzantine state of Nicea reconquered 
Constantinople, the churches of Constantinople adopted monastic services , which 
had themselves evolved to include some of the ceremonial of the cathedral office. 

The sung office survived in the city of Thessalonika until it was conquered by the Turks 
in 1430. 



Ekphonesis: Music for Readings 
One of the essential elements of Christian liturgy is the reading aloud of the sacred 
scriptures of the Old and New Testaments.  Since this is intended primarily for the 
instruction and edification of those present – and since the one doing the reading may 
not be a trained singer – systems of chanting called ekphonesis were developed. 

In ekphonesis, text is chanted very simply, on a small number of pitches, with pauses 
where appropriate.  The Greek grammarian Aristophanes of Byzantium (180 BC) had 
invented a system of marks as a guide to properly declaiming the Greek language in 
public, and these were later adopted for public reading in the Byzantine empire.    
These signs – acute and grave  
accents, short and long syllables,  
and marks for pauses of various  
lengths –  became our modern  
punctuation symbols. 

The end of a text was often given  
special emphasis, approaching that of  
singing.  This prepared the congregation  
for the end of the lesson, so that they  
could respond, “Glory to You, O God.”  Byzantine ekphonetic notation, John 20: 25, 31  

From Wellesz, Byzantine Hymnography, 1961 



Psalmody 

Psalmody  – the recitation of the 150 Psalms of David, along with the smaller number 
of Scriptural canticles – makes up the second core element of Christian singing. 

In monastic services, the Psalms were read or chanted with extreme simplicity, while 
the monks or nuns listened and continued their manual labor and prayer.  Since 
monastic practice called for the recitation of the entire psalter, the psalms were often 
sung in numerical order. 

In cathedral and parish however, specific psalms appropriate to the time of day, the 
season, or the day’s commemoration would be chosen.  The type of chanting used for 
the psalms would depend on the amount of solemnity associated with a particular 
occasion. 

The form of the Psalms themselves influenced the way they were chanted.  Psalm 
verses are almost always divided into two phrases;  the poetic text often moves in a 
form of parallelism, in which the second phrase amplifies or comments on the first.  
This led to the creation of chanting styles  that incorporated this sort of “back and 
forth” motion. 



Ornate Psalmody:  Antiphons 

Even in Old Testaments times, certain psalms were chanted with refrains, such as 
“Alleluia” or “for His mercy endures forever.”   In Christian services, from early times, 
the first verse of a psalm would be sung, and then used as the people’s refrain after 
each verse was intoned by a singer or reader.  Later on, specifically Christian texts 
were used as refrains – in Greek, troparia. 

These psalms with sung refrains were very popular for processional use in the liturgy 
of Constantinople. Each was followed by a litany and a prayer, and called an antiphons, 
because the singer and people sang in alternation.   Groups of three antiphons were a 
basic feature of the sung office, and eventually became the opening portion of our 
modern Divine Liturgy: 

 “Through the prayers of the Theotokos, O Savior, save us!” 

 “O Son of God, …., save us who sing to you, Alleluia!” 

 “Through the prayers of your saints, O Savior, save us!” 



Ornate Psalmody:  Prokeimena 

At one time, an entire psalm would be sung at the Divine Liturgy, before the reading 
from the Epistles or Acts, with the congregation singing one of the verses as a refrain. 

A second psalm, chosen from those with a refrain of Alleluia, would be sung before 
the Gospel.  Again, the congregation sang the refrain, with a single voice chanting the 
verses. 

In many Christian singing traditions, extended melodies were used for this form of 
singing – a form of the “inspired songs” mentioned by Saint Paul.    

With a reduced number of verses, these became the prokeimena and alleluia sung at a 
variety of services in the Byzantine Rite.  

In each case, the unchanging refrains of antiphons, prokeimena, and alleluia – sung 
first by the clergy – allowed for very easy congregational participation. 

The same practice (a psalm with refrain) was used for the hymns appointed to be sung 
during the distribution of Holy Communion.  Chant books from the Byzantine era 
provided very florid melodies for this hymns. 



Ornate Psalmody:  Stichera 

There is much, however, that cannot be illustrated in songs drawn only from sacred 
scripture or short refrains.   A desire to present clear teaching, encourage the faithful, 
and recount the glories of God and his saints led individuals in the Church to compose 
new hymns called stichera (verses). These were chanted in alternation with verses 
from the psalms, replacing the unchanging refrains.   

Here are stichera from modern Sunday Vespers in Tone 1: 
Psalm verse:   Bring my soul out of this prison, and then I shall praise your name. 
Sticheron:       Accept our evening prayers, O Holy Lord, and grant us forgiveness of sins; 
                          for You alone granted resurrection to the world. 

Psalm verse:   Around me the just will assemble, because you have been good to me. 
Sticheron:       O you peoples, walk around Zion and encompass her, and there give glory to Him 
              who rose from the dead.  For He is our God, who delivered us from our transgressions. 

In Byzantine practice, each sticheron was assigned a tone, and a melody was 
composed for it using traditional melodic material from that  tone.  The chants were 
collected, with their music, into a book called the  sticherarion. 



The Troparion 

Eventually, the troparia, or refrains sung with the psalms, became so popular and well-
known that they began to be sung as hymns in their own right. 

Examples: 

 Holy God, Holy Mighty One, Holy Immortal One, have mercy on us! 

 Save your people, O Lord, and bless your inheritance; 
 grant victory to our emperor over the barbarians, 
 and protect your people by Your Cross. 

 Christ is risen from the dead! 
 By death He trampled death, and to those in the graves He granted life! 

These troparia were particularly used in processions, and remain so to this day. 

They are also sung at Vespers and Matins, where they serve as a connecting theme-
song for each liturgical day. 

In most singing traditions, troparia are given fairly simple melodies, with one or two 
notes per syllable. 



The Kontakion 
In 5th and 6th century Constantinople, certain preachers were well-known for 
their festival sermons, given on the feasts of popular saints.  These sermons 
were sometimes set to music, in the tradition of the Syrian madrasha, and (in 
poetic form) became our kontakia.  (The Greek word kontax refers to the 
scroll from which the sermon was read.)  

According to tradition, the first kontakion was sung in the sixth century by a Syrian deacon 
named Romanos. Serving in the church of Blacharnae in Constantinople at the all-night vigil 
on the feast of the Nativity of Christ, he was ridiculed by the other clergy for his lack of skill 
in chanting. In tears, he prayed to the Theotokos, who appeared to him in a dream, and gave 
him a scroll, with instructions to swallow it. Upon awakening, he asked permission to sing, 
mounted the ambo, and in an an angelic voice sang: 

    Today the Virgin gives birth to the Transcendent One; 
    and the earth offers a cave to the Unapproachable. 
    The angels sing his glory with the shepherds; 
    the wise men journey with a star. 
    The eternal God is born for us as an infant child.... 

The clergy and people were amazed both by the grace of his singing, and its theological 
content; he went on to write hundreds of kontakia, of which perhaps fifty authentic 
examples have survived. 

A complete kontakion consists of 12-24 stanzas, with refrains.  Kontakia were virtuosic 
solo hymns, with florid melodies.    



The Canon 
In Christian liturgical services, various hymns from the Old and New Testament (called 
“odes” or “canticles”) were sung, in addition to the psalms. 

Monastic hymnographers composed poems to be inserted, verse by verse, into the 
final verses of each of these canticles.  The first stanza of each poem would comment 
somehow on the canticle being sung, and the remaining stanzas would develop the 
history or theology of the day’s theme.   These stanzas all had the same number of 
lines and the same poetic meter as the first stanza, called the irmos (“hinge”), so they 
could all be sung to the same melody. 

Eventually, nine canticles or odes were chosen for singing at Matins (though the 
second Ode, penitential in nature, was only used during the Great Fast.)    

A “complete” canon would have a certain number of verses to be sung with each of 
these Odes.  These verses (called, confusingly, troparia) were theological and 
rhetorical masterpieces, making use of all the techniques of Christian Greek poetry.  
Often they were acrostics, with the initial letters of each verse spelling out the 
author’s name. 



The Canon (continued) 
Eventually, the texts of the canticles themselves dropped out of the services, except 
for the canticle of the Theotokos (“My soul magnifies the Lord”, Luke 1:46-55), and the 
irmos and troparia were sung by themselves, with simple refrains inserted in between: 

 Ode 1, irmos and troparia 
 Ode 3, irmos and troparia 
 Ode 4, irmos and troparia 
 Ode 5, irmos and troparia 
 Ode 6, irmos and troparia 
 Ode 7, irmos and troparia 
 Ode 8, irmos and troparia 
 The Canticle of the Theotokos, “My soul magnifies the Lord…” 
 Ode 9, irmos and troparia 

Canons were written for each day of the year, as well as for the Lenten and Paschal 
cycle;  the Typikon gave rules for how they were to be combined.  Often, each Ode 
ended with an irmos from another canon, called katavasia (descent), since two choirs 
singing the canon in alternation would descend and sing this irmos together. 



The Canon (continued) 
The canon became extremely popular in Byzantine liturgy, and eventually replaced the 
kontakion, which was kept (abbreviated to the first two verses) after the sixth Ode of 
the canon at Matins.    

Unlike the kontakion, the canon used simpler melodies which could be sung by a choir 
rather than a soloist – especially since one melody would be used for all the troparia 
of a single ode.   Eventually, the irmos melodies were collected into a book called the 
Irmologion. 

During the Great Fast, the entire Scriptural canticles continued to be chanted, and 
older  canons with just three odes were sung with them.  (This is why the liturgical 
book containing material for the Great Fast is called the Triodion, or “book of three 
odes.”) 

The Great Canon of Repentance of Saint Andrew of Crete, sung on the fourth Thursday 
of the Great Fast, and the Paschal Canon of Saint John Damascene are probably the 
most famous of Byzantine canons.  



Byzantine Chant Notation 

The notation used for writing down Byzantine (Greek Christian) chant was based on 
the ekphonetic notation illustrated above.   Marks were placed about syllables to show 
where the melody went up or down, and to indicate the rhythm of singing.   These 
marks did not show the actual pitch to be sung, but only the interval since the last 
sung note.  Furthermore, only certain hymns were written down with musical 
notation.  Others (such as the fixed parts of the services) were probably considered to 
be too well-known to require the labor of recording music for them. 

In the earliest Byzantine notation (10-12th century), not every syllable was provided 
was musical notation, and scholars can only reconstruct melodies by comparing them 
with other manuscripts whose notation is fully readable. 

It is not possible to tell whether the “missing” notation means that the pitch did not 
change, or whether the melody at that point was assumed to be too easy to require 
assistance.  But studies of this Old Byzantine Chant  do show that a continuous 
musical tradition existed back to the Jewish and Syrian chant. 



Byzantine chant notation 

Old Byzantine notation, 1221 
From Wellesz, Byzantine Hymnography, 1961 

Middle Byzantine notation, 1376 
From Wellesz, Byzantine Hymnography, 1961 



Middle Byzantine Chant 
The situation changes drastically around the 11th century.  Manuscripts began to use a 
more consistent notation, which continued in use for centuries afterward.  Manuals of 
chant written in the 15th century allow us to transcribe this Middle Byzantine notation 
and sing it today. 

Middle Byzantine notation consisted of 

 signs that indicate specific musical intervals up or down 

 signs that indicate particular rhythms or vocal effects 

 signs called martyria that give not only the tone, but the starting pitch 
 and an indication of which of several cadences lead came just before 
 the start of the current hymn. 

Each of the eight tones is associated with specific starting pitches and melodic 
patterns;  the martyria indicate which of the starting pitches applies.  Some hymns 
change their scale in the middle, and special marks indicate this modulation. 



Late Byzantine Chant 
In the 15th century,  new signs were added to Byzantine notation, called the “Great 
Signs” or “Great Hypostases”.  These signs did not change the melody, but regulated 
the expressive, dynamics, and nuances of the singing, and were oriented toward a 
new type of particularly expressive singing called the kalophonic style.  This school of 
“psaltic art” is associated with the name of John Koukouzeles (1280-1360), a monk of 
Mount Athos, who may have been a Bulgarian or Macedonian Slav. 

Koukouzeles collected and organized the Byzantine chant books into new collections 
called Akolouthai (“Orders of service”).   These books included music for the fixed 
hymns of the liturgical services as well as the variable hymns, and often provided 
several different melodies for each.  Eventually the large collection of new kalophonic 
hymns replaced many of the earlier melodies. 

Over time, Byzantine chant also absorbed influences from Turkish and other Middle 
Eastern music, adding chromaticism, but it is difficult to tell exactly when this 
occurred. 

In the 18th and 19th centuries, the Greek Orthodox Church reorganized and simplified 
its chant notation.  This New Byzantine notation is used to this day. 



Modern Byzantine chant notation 

Modern Byzantine notation 
Greek Orthodox Church, Athens, 1968 
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