Clement the Hymnographer. Kanon for a nun.

Kostiantyn Tolmachov

1 Genre of the kanon

First I will very briefly summarize what is known about the genre of the kanon, mainly to fix the
(sometimes confusing) terminology.

a Kanon is a complex and highly structured poetic form that started to replace kontakion in
service in the late seventh century.

Kanon consists of nine odes, corresponding to the nine biblical Canticles. Each ode is divided
into several monostrophic stanzas, called froparia, not to be confused with the poetic genre of
the same name. The initial troparion of the ode is called irmos. Further stanzas of the ode are
sang on the melody of the irmos. Last troparion of each ode is devoted, starting from around
the late eighth century, to the theotokos, and is called theotokion. Music of the whole kanon is
also defined by one of the eight echoi, indicated in the beginning, which, in modern terminology,
determines the musical mode.

In contrast to the kontakion, which has the form of a poetic homily, stanzas of each ode
of the kanon are repetitive supplications and praises, each providing a variation of the same
theme. They may or may not, as in the example of the kanon in this essay, be linked to the
corresponding biblical Canticles in contents.

Although strict, the formal structure of the kanon allows for great variation in terms of
textual unity. On the one extreme, there may be a whole series of kanons on one occasion and
by one author (e.g. the so-called “garlands of kanons” by Joseph the Hymnographer), one for
each of the eight echoi, all adhering to metrical rules and developing the same theme, with odes
meaningfully corresponding to biblical Canticles and acrostics in tune with each other. On the
other, we may have a repetitive composition with no apparent unity, in which different parts can
be interchanged without the loss of meaning.

It is worth noting that theotokia may also have no contextual relation to the rest of the
kanon. As we will see below, this creates additional problems in determining the authorship.

2 Clement the Hymnographer

Clement was a writer of hymns active in late eight - ninth century. From the iconodulic themes
abundant in his works, it can be inferred that he lived during one of the Iconoclasm periods,



most probably the second. Almost nothing else is known. Clement’s kanons can be identified
from the acrostic KAHMENTOZX in theotokia and, more importantly since there were many
hymnographers with this name, from the formula with various forms of the words ¢87 and
mAneow in the last line of the theotokion of the ninth ode.

In the article [2] 29 kanons that, with various degree of confidence, partly or in full, can
be attributed to Clement are listed. Among these are 7 “ceremonial” kanons, devoted to the
following topics:

1. On monastic garment.
2. On the death of an abbot.
3-4. Two kanons on the death of a monk.
5. On the death of a man who took the monastic life right before death.
6. On the death of a nun.
7. Hortatory.

These were edited together by Arco Magri in [1], and I have chosen the kanon on the death
of a nun for this essay.

As was noted in the previous section, many kanons may appear to be completely formal
variations on the same theme, lacking personal touch of the poet. This is why Kazhdan called
his article on Clement “An Oxymoron” - personal features of the Byzantine hymnographer are
not expected to be apparent from his hymns, at least not from a certain point of view focusing
on the literary genre. All the more interesting, how much actually can be inferred from the
analysis of these features. The most important events of the outside world - schisms, barbarian
attacks, cataclysms of hymnographer’s personal life - make their way into the liturgy.

In the case of Clement, however, the problem of authorship may be especially difficult. Both
attributions - acrostic and signature phrase - appear in the theotokia. For example, two of
the kanons with both of these signature features listed in [2] have acrostics in the main body
attributing them to other authors - one to Gregory, another to Thekla, see [3] for the discussion
of the latter. Since the contents of theotokia may not be tied to the content of the kanon at all,
or tied loosely after the main body was already composed, there is no guarantee that any of the
known kanons were written by Clement in full! In the kanon on the death of a nun, translated
below, only the theotokion of the third ode has a mention of the departed.

3 The nun

The kanon of this essay is the so-called ceremonial kanon on the death of a nun. It consists of
nine odes, on the first Echos. All odes consist of four troparia (including theotokia), except for
the second one, which has six. Each troparion, except theotokia, is a supplication on behalf of



the departed nun, with one notable exception of the third troparion of the seventh ode - the only
one in the main body without any mention of the departed and without any supplication. Most
of the troparia of the main body consist of some combination of the following three elements:
mentions of the holy monastic life on Earth, prayer to forgive the sins of this life, and prayer to
receive the departed in Heaven. Life on Earth is sometimes compared to the desired position in
Heaven, as we will see.

Theotokia, bearing the acrostic KAHMENTOY, deserve special mention, as is always the
case with the author. They are more varied than the main body, and are of a much more lyrical
character. The theotokion of the last ode, bearing the signature xai peh36v v G37v Exmhned,
names the praise for Theotokos as a source of divine inspiration: “The mouth that is praising
you, All-Holy Mother of God, is filled with divine wisdom”.

But what can we tell about the nun herself? The first most natural question: is it @ nun or ke
nun? Namely, is this kanon a generic piece, composed to be performed on multiple occasions,
or is it for some particular person?

Of course, no name is mentioned. Most of the details are of generic character: the departed
was a faithful nun, who bore her cross and led ascetic life; she hated the world and loved Christ;
she also praised God in hymns, psalms and vigilant prayer. In Heaven, poet is asking her to
be received to the choirs of singing maidens. All these seem applicable to any nun, except for
the one phrase xal Tov aTavpoy sov dpacay éx Bpépou, implying that the nun in question wore her
garment from some early age, which is not enough to draw any conclusion.

In the edition of Arco Magri [1] there are also two kanons on the death of a monk, and it is
interesting to compare them to the kanon we examine. Characteristic of monks are very similar:
they also led ascetic solitary life, and bore their cross. However, there is a major difference
in the description of the relationship of the monks with hymns and songs. In both kanons for
monks there are prayers to God to receive them into the heavenly choirs. However, with regard
to the choirs of this life, all three kanons differ. One of the kanons for monks, no. 4 in [1], does
not seem to mention singing in the earthly life at all, so I will compare no. 3 with the kanon for
a nun. In the latter, singing is mentioned in the following terms:

L. Soviedoacay [...] aypdmve mposeuy) &v buvorg xal Yahpols

2. ‘O takag eml Thc YV Tpovoly T oY), ayadé, elg xopov YaAAovTwY NWwEpas TE %Al YUXTOG
3. aklwoov &dewy, Mg Yaracay v Plw oot

4. exddeosag elg Sovhetay [...] Tod alvelv xal YaAAeL GoU TO Gvoua

Compare this to two mentions of singing in this life in the kanon for a monk:

1. Gopax soL Yarhovra

2. duyelpeto YaAAwY



There are also several mentions with the forms of the verb Bodw, about which the context is not
so clear.

One may see from this comparison at least that, assuming that the kanons were composed
for the same monastic community or for several similar, that in this community (or communities)
much more emphasis was placed on the singing of female choirs than of male. Note also, that
the singing in heavenly choirs is mentioned equally in both cases, so the hypothesis that it may
have been not worth mentioning the singing of the monks can be excluded. It is also interesting
to note the usage &v Gpvoic xal Yadpois, especially in comparison to the use of verbs and active
participles of various verbs of singing and uttering in other places. Can this mean that the nun
in question composed some of these hymns? Given how few female hymnographers we know, and
the established fact that Clement was acquainted with the work of Thekla, can Thekla be the
nun?
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Kanon for a nun
by Clement

Echos 1.

Ode 1. “Horse and rider...”

All-compassionate Lord,
receive your slave,
who became a nun with faith
and took up your cross
since childhood, and with longing for you passed away;
show her among maidens, delighted with you.

Be gracious, Logos,
to your slave
and, as God, grant her forgiveness
of her faults,
and deem her worthy of the glory of the Kingdom:
for she confessed you, and with you she died.

All in which unknowingly
and willingly
your faithful servant
sinned, Logos,
forgive, Lord, as you are gracious:
for as a pious nun she was allotted to you.

A ladder reaching
to Heaven from Earth,
Mother of God, you were revealed,
through whom the Lord came down
inexpressibly incarnated and giving
to all those dying in hope divine life.

Ode 2. “Behold, behold,
that I am God.”

Receive now this
funerary supplication, Savior,
and deliver, my Savior,
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from your terrible punishment,

your slave, oh Christ,

overlooking sins

and granting forgiveness for wrongdoings.

Hating the world,
and loving you, Christ,
and zealously being a nun,
with faith she went to you
hastily, your slave,
whom, after her death,
proclaim the bride of your chamber.

Savior, receiving your slave,
who procured the Orthodox faith
and the ascetic life
as humble gifts, oh Christ,
grant her freedom
from wrongdoings,
as you are the one compassionate.

Because she served you,
Logos, with vigilant prayer
in hymns and songs,
your slave during life,
deem worthy, Christ,
of choirs of maidens
brightly celebrating with divine voices.

All pain dissolved,
ended through you,
Virgin: for you gave birth
to the joy for the world,
to God of Israel,
giving life of immortality
to all faithful, dead and alive.

Ode 3. "The one who fixed the Earth on nothing..."

Show your faithful slave, Christ, partaking
in the holy choirs of maiden nuns, Savior,
because she was a faithful nun,
overlooking, with your love for mankind,
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accusations of her life,
oh the only infallible Lord.

You, blessed, who appointed, with your providence,

on this Earth, this your faithful slave

to the choir of those singing night and day,
oh Savior, and after death

count her in heavenly choirs

that are praising you, Lord.

To your slave, who erred in many deeds,
in thought and words in this life,
give pardon, oh Christ,
from all wrongdoings,
oh Lord, knowing the mankind’s
many faults.

Being the only guardian of the sinners
and the divine restoration of those fallen,
and champion of the dead,

Maiden, savior:
wherefore with faith we ask you
to mediate to God for the departed.

Ode 4. "You devised your divine emptying..."

Strait and narrow path on Earth
your slave, oh blessed,
took, depriving herself, with faith;
and if she sinned, being human in this life,
forgive, Logos.

Bitter and impartial judgment
awaits all of us,
in which, Savior, blessed,
forgive the deeds of the departed
in your unutterable benevolence.

With faith she followed after you,
your slave, oh blessed,
taking up an ascetic life,
but for her human fault
in this life — have pity.
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The one whom you truly called
into service, Lord Christ,
of praising and singing your name,
join the departed
to the choirs of those praising you.

Frightful is your step,
And the judgment is harsh:
So spare, Lord, your slave
in the hour
of impartial weighing.

New and old praise
we sing to you, oh pure:
for we have nothing better
to sing in praise for
than Gabriel’s “Rejoice!” .

Ode 7. "Exceedingly exalted...”

In the presence
of your glory, Lord,
deem your slave
worthy, Master,
to meet you, God, rejoicing,
carrying a lamp.

Your slave on this Earth
was truly allotted to you
because of the ascetic life,
oh blessed Savior:
and after her death
she will enjoy your inheritance.

How much is our life
and all our glory
more fragile than steam
and paler than shadow!
Why are we so proud
in this life, vainly and foolishly?

Worthy is your beauty
and pleasant for God:
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for here, charmed,

your Son was born,
preserving your chastity,
after birth, as before.

Ode 8. "To you, creator of all..."

Lord Christ,
deem departed with faith
worthy of the choirs
of maidens, to sing to you:
“Bless the Lord, all you works [of the Lord],
praise and exalt him above all forever.”

As the one who has taken up
your cross on her shoulders
and was a nun with faith,
your slave, Christ,
receive into the lot of those glorifying you,
so that she would praise you with them in hymn.

With steadfast faith
your slave, Logos,
ran after you;
and for this way of life
grant her forgiveness of her faults
and deem her worthy to sing to you with saints.

Absolutely pure
and full of divine glory,
holy, my close one, -
said the Holy Spirit,-
announcing you cried to you in songs: for you are worthy
of praise, giving birth to God for the mortals.

Ode 9. "Isaiah sings..."

With faithful purpose
enduring care of worldly life
on this Earth, Lord Christ,
your slave loved
ascetic and holy life:
so give rest
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to the departed, as you are benevolent.

You know the many sins
of men, oh blessed,
as the creator, and God, and the Maker of the World:
so, if your slave,
who lived a monastic life on Earth,
sinned in anything,
oh merciful, set her free and forgive.

Loving to live in Spirit,
oh Lord Christ,
your slave became a nun on this Earth:
and if she committed some sin
of flesh, you give her
forgiveness,
as she faithfully served you.

Mouth that is praising you,
All-Holy Mother of God,
fill it with divine wisdom:
I worship you with faith,
so that I, being rich, rejoice and sing
your greatness,
and complete the song with melodies.



5 Notes

Kanon is present in two manuscripts:
C = Cryptensis I'.8. XLIII, saec. XI, membran., ff. 219¥-224".
O = Ottobonianus gr. 160, a. 1363, chart., ff. 167-169".

Arco Magri uses C edition as the main one. In the few comments below I have not included the
scriptural references already indicated by Arco Magri, except for the one place (1. 160), where
the text is not clear without them. I have also indicated where I have chosen another textual
variant.

6. petactacay - pebioue lit. fo change one’s state, very frequently in Christian literature
as to die.

8. £0 - later form of the 2nd. imp.
41. ¢ o7¢ masTadoc viueny avadefov — cf. Math. 25, Parable of Ten Virgins.

112. 7ag apaptiag - C has ¢ apaptiag, but I have chosen the variant of O: lit. “forgive the
sins of words,. ..”, direct object of suyydpncov.

145. Bypo — either a step or a seat of a judge.
160. Again cf. Math. 25.

167. xinpovyiag — xhnpovyia lit. appointment of land. Later is used in the general sense of
inheritance.

196. oynpatog - oynua lit. image, is used for the monastic rule in general, as well as (today)
for the particular type of the monastic garment.

197. #vrep - Arco Magri notes that this may be a scribal error for fjnep, and I translate it
as such.

220. ‘Qq¢ 7o {oar wvedpatt pacheioa — cf. Romans 8:9 ‘Yueic 8¢ odx 2o7e v capxl dAha 2v
nvedpatt, cimep Ilvebua Ocod olxel &v HWiv.
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