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What is the Byzantine Rite? 

• Liturgy: the organized, public liturgy of the Christian Church 

• Rite – a particular arrangement of the divine services, consisting of the texts and 
actions used in worship, and the chant that accompanies them 

– Roman Rite: the liturgical order of the city of Rome, used in much of the Catholic Church 

– Byzantine Rite: the liturgical order of the city of Constantinople, used in the Orthodox churches and 
most (not all) Eastern Catholic churches 

– Antiochene (Syrian) Rite: the liturgical order of the city of Antioch, used by Maronite, Syriac, 
Malabar, Malankar, and Chaldean Catholics, and well as some Oriental Orthodox churches 

– Alexandrian (Coptic) Rite: the liturgical order of the city of Alexandria, used by Coptic and Ethiopian 
Catholics and Orthodox 

– Jerusalem Rite: the liturgical order of the city of Jerusalem, now largely absorbed into the other 
Eastern Rites 

• Each of these rites has changed over time, and has been adapted locally by the 
various churches that use them.  The Byzantine Catholic Church follows  the 
Byzantine Rite, and this lecture will focus on this tradition. 



The Divine Praises 
In the Byzantine Rite, the day begins at sundown.  “Thus evening came, and 
morning followed - the first day.” (Genesis 1:5) 

– At sunset:  Vespers - praise for creation, and intercession for the world 

–Before sleep:  Compline - prayer for a restful sleep and protection during the night 

–During the night: the Midnight Office - meditation on God’s law 

–Just before dawn: Matins - praise of the Triune God, and intercession for the world 

–7 am:  The First Hour 

–9 am:  The Third Hour 

–Noon:  The Sixth Hour  

–3 pm:   The Ninth Hour 

 
Bold – “cathedral” services, celebrated with incense, processions, litanies, singing 

Italic –  more “monastic” services, contemplative, celebrated with less ceremony 

 



The Divine Liturgy 
Eucharist (Greek for “thanksgiving”) – the Christian Church’s more important 
liturgical service.  In the Byzantine Rite, it is called the Divine Liturgy, and 
celebrated principally on Saturdays, Sundays, and feast days. 

Two commonly used forms of the Divine Liturgy in the Byzantine Rite: 

 The Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom 
 - celebrated on most Sundays and feast days;  can be celebrated on other days as well 

  The Divine Liturgy of Saint Basil the Great 
 - once the ordinary Sunday and feast day liturgy in the city of Constantinople; now celebrated 
   about ten times a year 
 - a longer service, which recounts the events of salvation history 

On certain weekdays during the Great Fast, the Divine Liturgy of the Presanctified 
Gifts is celebrated – an evening service of Vespers with Holy Communion. 

Like Vespers and Matins, these three services make use of incense, processions, 
and singing. 
 



The daily cycle of services 
In monasteries and cathedrals: 

 The full cycle of services is normally celebrated, perhaps grouped together 
 (for example, Ninth Hour immediately followed by Vespers) 

In parish churches: 

 Vespers on Saturday nights and the eves of feasts 

 Matins and Divine Liturgy on Sunday and feast-day mornings 

 some services may be held on ordinary weekdays as well 
 
(In monasteries, and in parish churches of the Great-Russian tradition, Vespers and Matins 
may be combined into an “All-Night Vigil”.   In the Ruthenian tradition, followed by the 
Byzantine Catholic Church, the all-night vigil is only kept in monasteries.  Such vigils, in 
different forms, are an old Constantinopolitan tradition, and were once very popular on the 
eves of certain feast-days.) 

 



The weekly cycle of services 
In the Byzantine Rite, some parts of each service are fixed, while others change 
from one day to the next.  These changes usually the chants, hymns, and readings. 

Each day of the week has a particular theme: 

Sunday – the Resurrection 

Monday – the holy angels 

Tuesday – Saint John the Forerunner and Baptist 

Wednesday – the Cross, and the Mother of God 

Thursday – the holy apostles, and Saint Nicholas 

Friday – the Cross 

Saturday – the martyrs, all saints, and all the faithful departed 

The hymns, and the chants used for them, also change in an eight-week cycle, 
called the cycle of eight tones. 

 

 



The Liturgical Year 
Each day of the year also has its own commemoration.  For example: 

December 25 – the feast of the Nativity of our Lord, God, and Savior, Jesus Christ 

October 18 – the feast of the holy apostle Luke 

This is called the cycle of fixed feasts.   
 
The greatest feast of the Christian year is Pascha, or Easter, which is celebrated on  

 the first Sunday after the first full Moon of Spring (considered to begin on March 21) 

The moveable feasts are those whose date depends on that of Pascha.  For example: 

 The feast of the Ascension of the Lord  is celebrated on the 40th day after Pascha. 

 The feast of Pentecost (the descent of the Holy Spirit) is celebrated on the 50th day 
 after Pascha. 

Certain days are also set aside for penance and fasting, or to prepare for upcoming feasts or 
continue the celebration of a particularly important feast. 

More about the liturgical year 

http://metropolitancantorinstitute.org/liturgy/Liturgical_year.html


The Liturgical Books of the Byzantine Rite 
The texts for the services of the Byzantine Rite can be found in its liturgical books: 

Liturgikon The unchanging texts of the services for the priest and deacon 

Evangelion The Gospel readings for all the services 

Apostol The readings from the rest of the New Testament (Acts, epistles) 

Psalter  The Book of Psalms, and specific scriptural hymns called canticles 

Horologion The unchanging texts of the Divine Praises for the faithful 

Octoechos The hymns for the eight-week cycle of tones 

Menaia The hymns and readings for the fixed feasts (one volume for each month) 

Triodion The hymns for the Great Fast that precedes Pascha 

Pentecostarion The hymns from Pascha to the Sunday after Pentecost 

Euchologion The prayers and hymns for the Holy Mysteries (sacraments) and other  
  services, such as the funeral services and occasional blessings  

Typikon Explains how  to combine the texts in the other liturgical books  

More about the liturgical books of the Byzantine Rite 

http://metropolitancantorinstitute.org/liturgy/LiturgicalBooks.html


Vespers, Matins, and the Divine Liturgy 

Please download the following 3-page document.  You may wish to print off a copy for use 
later in the course: 

Outlines of Vespers, Matins, and the Divine Liturgy 

Note that: 

• There is far more liturgical variability at Vespers and Matins than at the Divine Liturgy. 

• The solemnity of a day can affect the type of music that is used. 

http://metropolitancantorinstitute.org/other_files/Service_outlines.pdf


Conclusion 
The purpose of the liturgy is the worship of Almighty God, 
and the sanctification of mankind and all of God’s creation.   
In this course, we will look at the music that one particular 
church uses to foster these goals. 
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