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Abstract: For over 1000 years many men and a few women wrote hymns in Byzantium. Their
contribution to world literature and to Greek letters constitutes a vast and priceless treasure of sacred poetry.
It is impossible to exaggerate the value of this hymnography, since it expresses, as nothing else can, the
spiritual riches, faith and beauty of Eastern Christendom. All these hymns are still chanted today in many
languages in Orthodox Churches in every part of the world. Other hymns remain unknown; hidden in
manuscripts, stored in monastic libraries, they are waiting to be discovered and edited.
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Resumen: Mas de 1000 afios, muchos hombres y algunas mujeres escribieron himnos en Bizancio. Su
contribucién a la literatura universal y las letras griegas, constituye una vasta ¢ inestimable tesoro de la
poesia sagrada. Es imposible exagerar el valor de este himnografia, ya que expresa, como ninguna otra cosa,
la riqueza espiritual, la fe y la belleza de la cristiandad oriental. Todos estos himnos se cantan todavia hoy en
muchos idiomas en las Iglesias Ortodoxas en todas las partes del mundo. Otros himnos permanecen
desconocidos; escondidos en manuscritos, almacenados en las bibliotecas monasticas, estan esperando a ser
descubiertos y editados.

Palabras Clave: Poesia bizantina, Kassia, himnografia bizantina, Martes Santo, Romano el Meloda.

Summary: 1. Introduction. 2. Life of Kassia. 3. Kassia’s hymnographic oeuvre. 4. Kassia’s troparion
Kopie 1 év moAlaic apaptionc. 5. Aesthetic analysis of Kassia’s hymnographic poem. 6. Survival of the sinful
woman in other hymns. 6. Conclusion. Sources and Bibliography.

1. Introduction

It’s obvious that the Byzantine female hymnography' was not flourished specially in
Byzantium. We have the names of hundreds male hymnodists who came from all parts of
the Byzantine oecumene, from Greece, Italy, Palestine, and Syria, as well as from the
islands of Crete and Sicily. These hymnodists came from all classes of Byzantine society,
from the obscure man who signed his hymn o duoptwiog (the sinner) till to the Emperor
Justinian I (r. 527-565 AD) who wrote in imperial red ink the troparion, O uovoyevig Yiog

' For an introduction in Byzantine Hymnography there is a vast bibliography. Cf. e.g. N. B.

THOMADAKIS, Bvlavuivyp Yuvoypagio xor Iloinoig, Thessaloniki, 1993; K. METSAKES, Buvlavuvi
Yuvoypagpio, Athens,, 1986; Barry Baldwin, Anthology of Byzantine Poetry, Amsterdam, 1985; C.A.
TRYPANIS, Medieval and Modern Greek Poetry: An Anthology, Oxford, 1951; Edgon WELLESCZ, 4
History of Byzantine Music and Hymnography, Oxford, 1961.
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xai Aoyog 100 Ocod (Only begotten Son and Word of God), and then ordered its insertion
into the Divine Liturgy. Despite the great number of male hymnodists, we know only

six feminine names that composed hymns: Ipnyopic, MéapBa, Ocodooia,® Oékha,’
Koooio and IMakooroyiva®. The fame of Kassia the Melodist outshines by far all other
women writers in both medieval and Modern Greek writing.

2. Life of Kassia

Kassia was born between 805 and 810 in Constantinople into an aristocratic family.”
Three Byzantine chroniclers, Pseudo-Symeon the Logothete,® George the Monk’ (a.k.a
George the Sinner) and Leo the Grammarian,® claim that she was a participant in the “bride
show” organized for Theophilus by his stepmother Euphrosyne.” Smitten by Kassia’s beauty
the young emperor Theophilus approached her and said, “Through a woman trickled forth
the baser things [referring to the passions coming as a result of Eve's transgression].” Kassia
responded saying, “But through a woman came the better things [referring to the blessings
resulting from the Incarnation of Christ]”. His pride was wounded, Theophilos chose
another bride, Theodora.

About Kassia’s life and her unsuccessful effort to be married with Theophilus, we have
many sources from both Byzantine and the modern times.' In this paper we will present the
sources from the Byzantine era and especially a source from the first half of the 12™ century

> E. CATAPHYGIOTOU-TOPPING, “Theodosia: Melodos and Monastria”, Diptycha 4 (1986-1988), p.
384-405.

> E. KATAPHYGIOTOU-TOPPING, ‘Thekla the Nun: In Praise of Women’, Greek Orthodox Theological
Review 25 (1980), p. 353-370.

* E. KATAPHYGIOTOU-TOPPING, “Women Hymnographers in Byzantium”, Diptycha 3 (1982-1983), p.
98-110. Topping has refuted older opinions, that Kassia was the only woman hymnographer in Byzantium.

> For an introductory article about Kassia, cf. G. SCHIRO, “La seconda leggenda di Cassia”, Diptycha 1
(1979), p. 303-315.

% Ed. Im. BEKKER, Symeon Magister, Corpus Scriptorum Historiae Byzantinae, Bonn, 1838, p. 624-625.

"Ed. Eduard VON MURALT, Georgii Monachi dicti Hamartoli, Chronikon ab orbe condito ad annum p.
Chr. n. 842 et a diversis scriptoribus usque ad a. 1143 continuatum, Saint Petersburg, 1859, p. 700.

® Ed. Im. BEKKER, Leonis Grammatici Chronographia, Corpus Scriptorium Historiae Byzantinae, Bonn,
1842, p. 213-214.

’ W. TREADGOLD, “The Problem of the Marriage of the Emperor Theophilus”, GRBS 16 (1975), p. 325-
341. In this article there is an analytical explanation of Theophilus’ marriage with Theodora, which is dated
exactly on 5 June 830 and not in 821, as some scholars have claimed. The episode with Kassia is acceptable
by Treadgold. Cf. also, W. TREADGOLD, “The Bride Shows of the Byzantine Emperors”, Byzantion 49
(1979), p. 395-413; E.W. BROOKS, “The Marriage of the Emperor Theophilus”, Byzantinische Zeitschrift
10 (1901), p. 540-545.

' About these sources, cf. Ph. BLACHOPOULOU, “Bifloypogicd Sokiwo ywo v Kao[o]ia-
Koo[cJwvn”, Byzantinos Domos 1 (1987), p. 139-159 (here at p.147-148).

De Medio Aevo 7 (2015/1) ISSN-e 2255-5889 116



Spyros P. PANAGOPOULOS, Kassia: A female hymnographer of 9th century Byzantium and her
hymnographic poem on the Vesper of Holy Tuesday

and the second one a poem from the 14" century in 29 iambic verses. The first source is
from John Zonaras’ Epitome Historiarum, in which he narrates us the marriage of
Theophilus with Theodora, the unsuccessful attempt of Kassia to marry with Theophilus
and Kassia’s decision to built a monastic convent:

Iovaike & €avt®d esicowkicacOar Bovinbeic 0 Oedpiroc, TOAAAC TOALOYOOEV
opoiog kOpog cuviyayev, &v aic fv kol 1 Eikaocio, mapOévog koi 10 ld0g KaAn
Kol TV Aom®v Vmep@EéPovca Kol AOYOlg OUIANKLIO Kol TO YéVog E€mionuoc.
nepmeL yodv tavtag Bedpevog kol PHAOV KaTEY@V Xpvoodv, v’ adtd Emdd Th
Sofhon avtd apeoti énel 8¢ MAOe watd Vv Eikaciov mepudv, Oovpdoac
gkelvnv Thg OpatdTNTOog EQ1 “€K YLVOUKOG £pPUT TO PaDAN.” 1] &’ NPERa Kol PETA
oeUVoD €PLONUATOC EVOTOYMC MG ATEKPIvATO “AAAN Kal St Yuvaukog mnydlet
10 Kpelttw.” O 8¢ katafpovinbeig domep @ THe mapbBévov AOy® TNV pev
napfAle, 10 pfjdov 6& 10 ypvcoodv 1fi €k [Haplayoviag Ocodmpy Tapiécyeto. 1 &
Eikacio tiic Paciielag dmotuyodoa povy €0gipato, §j Vv €keivng kAfiow Eoyev
EmikAnow, Kol év anthi povdoaca £onthi €N Kol T@ 0e®, THc Aoyikiic modeiog pun
aloyncaca. 60ev kKai cuyypappata gkeivng edpiokoviar edmadevciog yopitwv
oVK Guotpa. Kol 1 HEV oVT® 1€0eT0 TA KB’ £0VTNV Kol ATEVKTNOOGO PAGIAEMG
@BapTod T® TOUPACIAET VTNV EUVNoTELSNTO; Kol AvTl yenpdc Paciieiag thv
gmovpblviov EkANPdGOTO. 0 PaciAeds 08 Oedpihog TNV Ogoddpav £0vTd
ovvoikiletr kai opod tavtny kol 1@ younAMo ote@dve Kol T@ PactAk® touviol
Sodnpott kai Todg yépovg terel. !

The second source is from a certain monk named Ephraim in the 14™ century who wrote
a world chronicle. In this world chronicle we are informed about the beauty contest which
took place in the Byzantine Palace:

®edprhog oyelv adluyov Piov B Y
KOWwmVOV dipa Tod Kpdtoug kai Tod AEyovug,
YopOV GuViiEe TapBévav moAlaydOev,
KOADV ATac®V, OY1v EDTPETECTATMV.

"' Th. BUTNER-WOBST (ed.), loannis Zonarae epitome historiarum libri, XIII-XVIII, Tomus III, Corpus
Scriptorum Historiae Byzantinae, Bonn, 1897, p. 354-355. Unfortunately we don’t have any translation in a
modern language, so we give its Latin translation: “Uxorem ducturus Theophilus multas formosas puellas
undecunque arcessevit, inter quas et Icasia virgo fuit, tum formae praestantior ceteris, tum erudita, tum
genere illustri nata. Dum igitur eas spectans circumit, aurem ponum manu tenens, quod ei quae placuisset
daret, cum ad Icasiam venisset, eius pulchritudinem admiratus “A muliere” inquit “emanerunt mala”. Cui illa
placide et cum honesto rubore sollerter respondit: “Sed et meliora e muliere exuberant”. At ille virginis
oratione velut attonitus, ea praeterita malum aurem Theodorae ex Paphlagonia oriundae dedit. Icasia vero
cum regno excidisset, monasterium de suo nomine condidit, in quo sibi et deo vixit, eruditione litterarum non
neglecta. Unde et scripta eius reperiuntur, in quibus neque doctrinam neque gratiam desideres. Et sic illa res
suas administravit et mortali rege frustrata regi omnium nupsit, pro terreno caeleste sortita. Rex vero
Theophilus Theodoram simul et nuptiali corona et regio diademate ornat nuptiasque celebrat”.
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2315 &v aionep dEEAapYE TV GAL®V TALOV,
010¢ GEMVIG TANGIPODG TIG KOKAOG.
2OUOTOG AP, AAUTPOTNTL TOD YEVOUC

Kol poppopuyaic tedv Adyov Eikacia.
YPLGOVV TL UTJAOV AUEAEL PEPOV Bva

2320 nepmol@v NV TOV YopdV TV TapOivav,
UVHOTPOV oKOT®V 00DVal Tt TODTO QIATATY.
®¢ ovv Odton topidv Eikooiay,

KéAAovg mepirtod Bavpacag Képnv Epn
«O10, YOVOIKOC QODAN TTAVT™ AmEPPON»

2325 1 &’ péW’ avtépnoev eHoTd®S dyoav
CAAN’ €K Yovoukog Tnyalet kol Pedtioy.

0 8 av mopfrde Oavpdscog Ty Topdévov,
Koi 600G 10 ufrov TapBive Oeoddpy,
yopav &xovon matpida Iapiaydvov

2330 AV 0TATPIODV TUTEPWOV KATNYLEVT,
KOW®VOV QOTHV &yeton KpATtoug AEYoLg,

v Eikaciav mapapréyoag, mg Epnv.

1 un toyodca Kook EEovaiag oknmTovyiog
o0 vopeiov 1€ Ynyevodg PactAémg

2335 mhovtel vontov Tavtévakta Vopeiov
Kol BactAémg ovpavdY KANpoovyiay,
HOVAGAoH O KOl LLOVITV OELLOLLEVT

NOKET’ v aTh}, TpocAalodoa Taic PifAois
TS LEGTE GLYYPAULOTA YOPiTmV EQ.

Kassia found a convent in 843 in the west of Constantinople near the walls of
Constantine and became its first abbess." Ilopia Kovotovtivovmoiews, a chronicle from
the 14™ century, informs us about Kassia’s convent:

"> Ephraemi Chronographi Caesares. P.G. 143, cols. 2311-2339. Unfortunately we don’t also have any
translation in a modern language, so we give its Latin translation: “Jam Theophilus appetens vitae sociam
imperii simul torique participem, chorum undecumque collegit virginum, quarum etsi nulla non erat
formosissima inter has tamen magis emicabat, qualis est lunae cumniliatus orbis, venusio corpore et generis
splendore sermonisque etiam dignitate Icasia. Aurem ergo pomum manu gerens ehorum virgineum rex
circumibat, ut hunc gratissimae daret arrhabonem. Ut autem vidit in transito Icasiam, formam eximiam
mirans puellae, ait. Cuncia obneverunt mala per multerem. Illa submisse, sed prudenter admodum, atqui ex
muliere meliora manant, ait. Rex admiratus virginem praeteriit; pomoque tradito virgini Theodorae, patriam
quidem habenti Paphlagoniam, sed de patriciis genitae parentibus, hanc simul imperii torique participem
fecit, praeterita, ut iam dixi, [casia; quae ubi mundanum non est adepta sceptrum terrenique regis nuptiis
excidit, spiritalem et omnium regem sponsum lucrata est et caelestis regni sortem. Monialis enim, condito
monastrerio, in hoc se exercuit literis dans operam; eiusque exstant pleni lepore libri”.

B ROCHOW, Studien zu der Pesron, den Wirken und dem Nachleben der Dichterin Kassia, Miinchen,
Akedemie Verlag, 1967, p. 26-29.
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‘H poviy w0 Eikoociog éxticOn moapa Eikaociag povoayfic eviafeotdng koi
cePoopiog yovakde, Gpaiac @ idsr fiv 88 Kkooukny odoav Ogdpihoc O
Bacirevg 1dmv AaPelv yovaika n0éANceY, eimdv O¢ dpo «O1d YuvouKog £ppin Ta
podloy. ‘Emel 8 ékeivn copmtdtn v, Het’ aidode mog Avtépnoey: «dAAX kai Sid
yovoukog mnydlet ta kpeittovay. Tadta dkodoag 0 Oedpiroc TavTny pev gloce,
Ae0dMpa 8¢ O Enepépeto ypucodv pfjlov deddketl. ‘H odv Eikooia tiic Pacireiog
amotuyodca 1O TV HovaLovo®dV EVOIOVGKETOL GYTHUO,KOVOVAG TOAAOVS Kol
oTymPa Kot GAAe Tvdt Eofavpacta tomoaoca.

Although many scholars attribute this to bitterness at having failed to marry Theophilos,
a letter from Saint Theodore the Studite indicates that she had other motivations for desiring
a monastic life."” It had a close relationship to the nearby monastery of Stoudios,'® which
was to play a central role in re-editing the Byzantine liturgical books in the 9" century and
the 10™ century, so they were important in ensuring the survival of her work.

3. Kassia’s hymnographic oeuvre

Among the works of Kassia we must fist of all mention her liturgical poems (hymns,
stichera, kontakia). These liturgical poems take their most important place in Kassia’s
literary work. As an author of liturgical hymns she was famous in her age. Byzantine
chronicles and Ildzpia Kwvotavrivovmolews mention her hymns. The Byzantine writer
Theodore Prodromos (12™ century) mentions an oral tradition according to which Kassia
has authored the four odes of the kanon for Holy Saturday.'” About 1300 the last Byzantine
church historian Nikephoros Kallistos Xanthopoulos includes Kassia in his catalogue of
Byzantine hymnographers.'® She is the unique woman among her male colleagues. Still
today there is obscurity about if Kassia is the author of the hymns which are located in the
liturgical books and liturgical manuscripts and bear her name. '’

As already has mentioned Kassia has composed an extended number of liturgical hymns
which are concluded in the liturgical books of Eastern Christendom, such as the Menaia and
the Triodion. Tradition and manuscript authority ascribe to Kassia 49 religious hymns and

'* Th. PREGER (ed.), Scriptores Originum Constantinopolitarum ,Nol. 2, Leipzig, 1907, p. 276-277.

'* The letters of Saint Theodore the Studite addressed to to Kassia were reprinted in ROCHOW 1967, p. 20-
22. About female monasticism in Byzantium cf. indicatively Dorothy ABRAHAMSE, “Women’s
Monasticism in the Middle-Byzantine Period, Problems and Prospects”, Byz. Forsch. 9 (1985), p. 35-58.

'® For the Monastery of Stoudios, see indicatively Peter HATLIE, The Monks and Monasteries of
Constantinople, ca. 350-850, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2007.

P.G. 133, col. 1236.
'8 Cf. W. CHRIST- M. PARANIKAS, Anthologia Graeca Carminum Christianorum, Lipsiae, 1871, p. XLL

1. ROCHOW, “Werke und Nachleben der byzantinischen Dichterin Kassia”, Helikon 6(1966), p. 705-715,
here at p. 709.
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261 secular verses in the form of epigrams and gnomic verses or moral sentences (e.g. | hate
the rich man groaning as if he were poor). These works are found in numerous manuscripts
dating from the 11" to the 16™ century and bear the name Kassia, or Eikasia or Ikasia.
According to Antonia Tripolitis, “Manuscript scholars suggest that Eikasia and Ikasia are
copyist’s errors that resulted from the annexation of the feminine article ‘n’, a common
mistake of the scribes”.** The most widely spread Kassia’s hymn is the troparion Kipie 7 év
roldoic duaptiouc and is sung in the Vesper service of Holy Tuesday.?' Other great poems of
Kassia are the extended Kanon for the repose of the dead, the sticheron, On the Birth of
Christ (otherwise, “When Augustus reigned»), the sticheron, On the Annunciation of the
Holy Virgin, stichera on various saints etc.”> A hypothesis that Kassia authored the
Akathistos Hymn has no scholarly justification.”

4. Kassia’s troparion Kopig 1] &v moALoig GpopTiong

1 Kvpte 1 év moALOig QpoapTiong mepurecodoo Yo,

2 v onv aicBopévn BedtnTa

3 popoedpov avarafodca tdl,

4 ddvpouévn popov 6ot Tpod tod Eviaplacpod kopiler
5 ofpot! Aéyovoa, dtL vHE pot VTapyeL,

6 oloTpog doraciag Lopadng Te Kai AcEANVOC,

7 &pwg Thg dpaptiog

8 0&&an pov TG TNYAS TAV daKPLOV

9 0 vepéhaig die&dywv g Bakdcong T Howp:

10 képueONTi pot IO TOVG GTEVAYLOVS THE Kopdiag
11 6 KAivag Tovg 0VPaVOVG 1] APPAGTEH GOV KEVMDGEL
12 KoTtapiAom Tovg aypAivIovug cov Todug,

13 dmoopnEm tovToNg 08 TAALY

14 10ig Mg KePAATic Lov Pootpvyolc:

15 v &v 1® mapodeico Edo 10 dethivov

16 kpOTOV 101G WGiv NYNOeion T® POP® EkpOPn-

17 dpoptidv pov ta TANON Kol KpYatwv cov afHecoug
18 tig &&1yvidoel, YyuyooHOTO GMOTHP LOV;

19 Mn pe v onv 600Anv mopidng

20 6 auétpnTov Exmv T0 EAe0G.

** A. TRIPOLITIS, Kassia: The Legend, the Woman, and her Work, London, 1992, p. xi-xii.
*! For this hymn there is an extended analysis below.

*> About these hymns as also about epigrams and gnomai, cf. A. KAZHDAN, A4 History of Byzantine
Literature. (650-850), Athens, The National Hellenic Research of Foundation. Institute of Byzantine
Research, 1999, p. 320-326. About the whole text of these hymns, epigrams and gnomai, cf. TRIPOLITIS
1992, passim.

» Cf. KAZHDAN 1999, p. 322, footnote 15.
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English Translation according to Andrew R. Dyck’s Translation

Lord, a woman who fell into many sins,

Recognizing Your Divinity,

Took up the myrrh-bearer’s office,

With tears brought you myrrh before your entombment.
“Ah me!” she said, “night is upon me,

The goad of incontinence, gloomy and moonless,

To lust after sin.

Receive my streams of tears,

You who use clouds to draw the water of the sea;

Bend to my hearts groans,

You who bent the heavens with your ineffable abasement.
I shall cover with kisses

And wipe again

With the hair of my head

The immaculate feet of You,

Whose footfalls echoing in her ears,

Eve in paradise at even-tide hid herself in fear.
Soul-saving savior, who will track down

the numbers of my sins and the depths of your judgement?
Do not overlook me yours servant

You who have pity without measure.”

5. Aesthetic analysis of Kassia’s hymnographic poem

Kassia’s literary fame rests on her sticheron of troparion, formally known by its first line:
Kvpie 1 év mordaic cuoptiors (Lord, she who had fallen in many sins). In the manuscripts
medieval scribes entitled: this poem Eig mv nopvnv (To the Harlot). To many generations of
Greek Orthodox it is familiar known as 70 tpomdpiov tijc Kaooiavijc (The troparion of
Kassia). Admired, popular and beloved, this hymn is universally acknowledged to be a
masterpiece of religious poetry. This hymn was republished, translated and ingeniously
commented on by Professor A. R. Dyck?*. It is not the first time that the «sinful woman» of
the Gospel of Luke (7.37-48),” appears in Greek poetry: Romanos the Melodist devoted to

* A. R. DYCK, “On Cassia KYPIE H EN TIOAAAIZ...”, Byzantion 46(1986), p. 63-76. Professor Dyck’s
study will be our guide for our commentary.

» Lk. 7. 37-48: “And behold, a woman in the city, who was a sinner, when she learned that Jesus sat at meat
in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster box of ointment,and stood at His feet behind Him weeping; and
began to wash His feet with tears and wiped them with the hair of her head, and kissed His feet and anointed
them with the ointment. Now when the Pharisee who had bidden Him saw it, he spoke within himself,
saying, “This man, if he were a prophet, would have known who and what manner of woman this is who
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her a kontakion.*® According to Russian Byzantinist Alexander Kazhdan, the hymn is
referred not to Mary Magdalene, as Mary’s name never being mentioned. Whereas
Romanos, according to Dyck, follows the plot of the Gospel, Kassia, on the other hand,
turns from the sphere of human morals to the metaphysical relation between the sinner and
God: the heroine of her hymn cherishes no claim to the better than anybody else (a Pharisee,
for instance), but in the humbleness she genuflects before the Lord and asks for His
forgiveness.”’ The language of the troparion is a mosaic composed of words, phrases, and
echoes from the Scriptures, especially the Psalter. The hymn is consecrated, intense and
brief, consisting of a little more than 100 words. Yet the Byzantine nun-hymnographer
portrays in it universal human emotions, the fundamental Christian drama of sin and
salvation. The troparion possesses both beauty and richness of meaning. One scholar
appreciated “The way in which dramatic and narrative elements are blended, and the final
playerz,gwherein the need of one sinner is absorbed into the cry of a whole suffering world
[...]".

The structure and style of Kassia’s troparion are influenced by the seven Penitential
Psalms (6, 31, 37, 50, 101, 129, 142), three of which (37, 50, 142) are chanted during the
Orthros of Holy Wednesday. Like these psalms the troparion is addressed to God, praises
His mercy and contains confession and prayer. Kassia, however, was no mere imitator of the
Psalmist. Her troparion is more complex in structure, more subtle in its psychology and
more dynamic in movement. Hers is a new song, a distinct Byzantine Lenten psalm,
inspired by the prose of Saint Luke. According to A. Dyck, the “sinful woman” of Luke’s
Gospel (7, 36 ff.) appears not for the first time as a poetic subject. Kassia’s troparion has
points of contact with Romano’s poetry and especially with his tenth kontakion, including
the metaphor of night to describe the woman’s state: Romanos, Prooemium 11.1: &v
xatavicer ibid., stanza 6, 1.4: “iv év oxdrer xai §A0sc ideiv pe ov 1#iiov”: (7): Kassia, lines
5-6: “dt1 v po1 vmopyel,/ oiotpog drolaciog (OPwons te Kol GoELNVOS.

toucheth him, for she is a sinner.” And Jesus answering said unto him, “Simon, I have something to say unto
thee.” And he said, “Master, say on.” “There was a certain creditor that had two debtors. The one owed five
hundred pence, and the other fifty. And when they had nothing to pay, he freely forgave them both. Tell me
therefore, which of them will love him most?”Simon answered and said, “I suppose that he to whom he
forgave most. And He said unto him, “Thou hast rightly judged.” And He turned to the woman and said unto
Simon, “Seest thou this woman? I entered into thine house: Thou gavest Me no water for My feet, but she
hath washed My feet with tears and wiped them with the hair of her head. Thou gavest Me no kiss, but this
woman since the time I came in hath not ceased to kiss My feet. My head with oil thou didst not anoint, but
this woman hath anointed My feet with ointment.Therefore I say unto thee, her sins, which are many, are
forgiven, for she loved much. But to whom little is forgiven, the same loveth little. ”And He said unto her,
“Thy sins are forgiven”.

6 Cf. ROCHOW 1967, p. 42 and K. KRUMBACHER, “Kassia”, SBBAW, philos.-philol. und hist. CI. 1
(1897), p. 322-323. Romanos also alludes to the harlot at canticum 52, o, 3: “év avt® yop (sc. T® ioTpeim
TG pueTavoiag) 1 Topvn Lyiavev”.

" DYCK 1986, p. 66 f.

* H. J. W. TILLYARD, “A Musical Study of the Hymns of Cassia”, Byzantinische Zeitschrift 20(1911), p.
420-485 (here at p. 433)
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Kassia’s troparion consists of a single strophe in which two different voices are heard.
First, the sacred poet herself speaks in a brief introduction. Then in the longer dramatic
portion we hear the voice of the Sinful Woman disclosing the pathos of her life, the change
from auaptio (sin) to cwtypio (salvation). The poem opens with a short, four line preamble:
the woman fallen into many sins brings Christ myrrh for burial. In the preamble, we are at
the end of the story, Christ is dead, and Mary assists at his burial.

The introduction to the woman’s speech is framed by the two longest lines of the poem
(verses 1 and 4; 18 syllables each). We begin with a description of the woman’s sinful state
(1, 5-7); the turning-point, expressed in the second line, is not so much restated as
dramatized in the speech as a whole; then follows the woman’s acceptance of service as a
step in her redemption (lines 3-4 and lines 12-14). The word Kdpie (Lord), with which the
poem begins, sets the tone. Addressing the Lord, the sacred poet presents her hymn to Him.
At the same time she summarizes the story first told by St. Luke, all the while subtly
refining and deepening it. With a long dignified phrase Kassia the Nun introduces her
subject: 77 v moilaic auaptioug wepimecovoo yovy (a woman who fell into many sins). There
i1s here a difference between the other hymnographers and Kassia, as to the woman’s
characterization: the hymnographers insist on calling the sinner a wopvy (harlot), Kassia,
nevertheless vividly describes the woman’s utter degradation. It is the very onset of spiritual
perception (note aorist aicBouévn) in 1. 2, which makes the darkness surrounding the woman
in 11. 5-7 seem so oppressive.” The woman’s acceptance of the office of myrrh-bearer (1. 3-
4) is an outward sign of an inner change. One reading this line for the first time might be
tempted to refer these words to the purchase of myrrh prior to the woman’s acceptance at
Simon’s house, a scene dramatized, after Saint Ephraim the Syrian, by Romanos the
Melodist (cant. 10, stanzas 9-10). The “office of myrrh bearer” conjures another New
Testament scene, that in which the Magi present myrrh, among other gifts to the infant
Jesus. In fact, the myrrh will be needed for embalming the body of the crucified Christ. In
all these three cases, which were mentioned, the gift of myrrh represents an honor, which
flows from the spiritual insight mentioned in line 2 (v onv aicBousvy Geotnza).

After this brief yet suggestive introduction, the second voice enters the froparion. From
the lips of the Sinful Woman herself we hear her confession and prayer. The cry oiuor with
which the woman begins is unexpected. “Woe’s me!” constitutes a loan from ancient Greek
tragedy, frequently employed by hagiographers and hymnographers, so as they mention
some frightful fact or situation; Kassia uses it to make the goad of sin palpable. The imagery
of darkness in lines 5-6 includes a metaphorical application of daéinvog (moonless), which

** The harlot’s change of heart appears as a reaction against her previous way of life in the anonymous hymn
for the Wednesday of Holy Week printed at Analecta sacra spicilegio solesmensi parata, ed. J.B. PITRA, 1
(Paris, 1876), p. 478-480, stanza B’: “1f| Tpodnv GowTtog Yoviy/éEaipvng caepov dedr/ woencaca ta Epya/ Thg
aioypdc apoptiog kol Mdovag 10D copatog devBopovuévn/ v aicydvny v TOAANV/ Kol Kpiow Thg
KoAGoewe,/ fiv bmootdoy mopvotl kai domtot [...]7. Cf. also the oppressive darkness conjured bAristophanes’
choir of birds. Aves, stanzas 693-695: “Xdog v kai NOE "EpeBog te péhav npdtov ki Taptoapog edpg, yij
8’008 dmp ovd’ ovpavog Mv:- EpéPoug & v dmeipoot kOAmolg Tiktel mpdTIGTOV VmnvéMov NOE 1
peAavomtepog @ov [...]7., (Ed. F. W. HALL-W. M. GELDART, Aristophanis Comoediae. Tomus I, Oxford
OCT, 1967.
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is ordinarily an epithet of night.’® According to Kazhdan, “the epithets of darkness, an
obvious characteristic of night, are extended in the poem to the sensual desires of the sinful
woman. [...] It seems at this point that Kassia turns to the episode of Simon’s banquet: the
streams of tears, the kisses, the wiping of feet with the locks of her hair-all these actions are
borrowed from the Gospel, but in the poem they acquire a specific role [...]”.>" Lines 5-7
(“Ah me!” she said, “night is upon me, the goad of incontinence, gloomy and moonless, to
lust after sin”) refer to a death-like state, more horrible than the physical death. In 1. 4 (With
tears brought you myrrh before your entombment). These lines, according to A. Dyck, offer
a new dimension to the woman’s grief, which may not have been only for the death of the
Savior, as one at first assumes reading these lines, but also for her own moral fallen state.*”

Lines 8-14 comprise a statement of her offerings. Each offering involves a part of her: the
streams of her tears, the groans of her heart, the kissing of His feet, and wiping of them with
the hairs of her head: what she is offering is herself. Though in lines 8 and 9 her tears are by
rhetorical hyperbole streams, He can receive them since He fills the sea with water. The
bending to an individual is easily compared to the bending of the heavens (1. 10-11; cf. Ps.
17,10).> She asks God to “bend” toward her sorrowing heart. Confession, tears and prayer
to a merciful God begin to heal the Sinful Woman, to liberate her from her sin-filled past.
Looking now to the future, she promises Christ to kiss His feet again and to dry them with
her hair. Divine love has erased the “moonless night” of guilt and sin. We must also note the
contrast of 1. 9 and 11: it is as an explosion of water filling the sea is opposed to an
implosion when a void is left by the xévwoic.™

At this point and while we would expect a penitential conclusion, Kassia’s Sinful Woman

** Cf. DYCK 1985, p. 69 (footnote 23), where Dyck explains the term daéinvoc.
*' KAZHDAN, 1999, p. 318-319.

2 Cf. The Byzantine “Patroclus-excuse” (DIOGEN, 7, 47 with test), an allusion to line 19, 301-302, where
the Trojan women bewail their own troubles on the pretext of Patroclus’ death.

3 For the phraseology of lines 8 and 10 (“tég mnydg Tdv Sakpvov [...] Tpdg Todg oTevaypovs Tig Kapdiag”
cf. Andrew of Crete, Great Canon, lines 183-184: “Ta ddkpua, cotip, TOV OUUATOV 1OV Kol TOVG Ek Baboug
otevaypovy kabop®dg tpoceépm Pomong thg kapdiag [...]”. For lines 9 and 11 (“6 vepéroig deaywv i
Bardoong 1o Bowp; 6 KAIvag TovG ovpavovg T Appict® cov kevidoel”) note E. NORDEN, Agnostos Theos.
Untersuchungen zur Formengeschichte religioser Rede, Leipzig-Berlin, 1913, p. 175 ff., esp. p. 201 ff, p.
220 ff., who contrasts forms of divine predication current in Greek paganism and in Oriental religions or
religious influenced by Oriental conceptions, including Christianity.

* Kévworg, according to A. Kazhdan, designates ‘emptiness’, and Kassia evidentlplayed on its double
meaning. The confirmation of our explanation is found in the anonymous drama Christus Patiens (verses
2418-2420: “[...] dc MaydéA’ eime Mopio motovpévn, Tpadt dpapodoa, whvt’ dxpipocopévy kol v
Kévoolv pnvocaoa tod tdeov”, Grégoire de Nazianze, La Passion du Christ. Tragédie, Introduction, texte
critique, traduction notes et index de André TUILLIER, Paris, Le Editions du Cerf No 149, 1969, p. 324. in
which Mary Magdalene is said to be the first to have arrived at Christ’s tomb and to have witnessed its
kévmolg: by having emptied His grave (i.e. by being resurrected), says Kassia, Christ bent the heavens. Cf.
Tapov kévwaolg in Photios, Homily XII on Holy Saturday, ed. B. LAOURDAS, ®@wtiov Ouidior, EXAnvucd
Hopaptnua 12, Thessalonike, 1959, p. 123.14: [...]xoi yap 010 6€ Kol TAPOV KEVOGOIC Kol Oavatov vEKpmGIg
kol Adov kabaipeoic kal tpmuepog Eyepoic [...].
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recalls Eve, the first woman who sinned. The introduction of Eve has caused difficulty.
Tillyard found Eve’s presence in the poem a “pedantic” intrusion. Eve had run from God,
the Sinful Woman to Him. Her trust had vanquished all fear. Both Eve and the subject of
Kassia’s poem are sinful women, but their behavior in their presence of their God is totally
opposite. Eve attempts to be hidden, the other, pours out tears of repentance. Topping points
to the contrast of Eve the disobedient and the repentant harlot in Lenten sermons and hymns
as precedent for the allusion to the first sinful woman. She says that in the Great Canon of
Andrew of Crete “upbraids his soul for imitating Eve rather than the porne”.” The reference
to the porne is as follows: “Ta dbkpva 0 THG TOPYNG, OiKTipHOV, KAYD TPOoPdAiopat/
iAdoOnti pot, cwtp, T gvomioyvia cov” (lines 57-58; cf. line 307 ff.) Another source for
Kassia’s troparion is the oration on the sinful woman by Saint Amphilochius of Iconium, a
cousin of Saint Gregory of Nazianzus and a friend of all three Cappadocians.®® Dyck asserts
that “the pure feet of Christ serving as the link between the scenes at Simon’s house and in
the Garden of Eden”.”” Both Eve and the zépvy of Kassia’s poem are sinful women but their
behavior in the presence of their’® God is totally opposite: the one attempts to hide (Gen. 3,
8), the other pours out tears of repentance.’” If we follow Professor Dyck’s oppinion, “The
two women become for all mankind negative and positive exempla of the behavior of a
sinful mortal”.*® Eve and the sinful woman don’t follow a pious life and they both
remember God and their sins, only after they hear His footsteps.

The verb ééiyvidoer in line 18 suggests a link between the two couplets comprised in lines
15-16 and lines 17-18. God did indeed “track down” Eve, in spite of her vain and foolish
effort to hide. The rhetorical question “[...] xpiudrwv gov &fvooovs/ tic éiyvidoel,” is
modelled on Rom. 11, 33: “& Pdboc miobrov kai copiog kai yvdoews Oeod: g
dvedepetvta 6 Kpiuata ovtod kai dveltyviaotor oi 6doi avtov”.*' We can say that Eve’s
and Kassia’s sins are related here. Then follows the phrase woyoo@wora cwthnp pov, the first

» E. CATAFYGIOTOU-TOPPING, “Kassiane the nun and the sinful woman”, Greek Orthodox Theological
Review 26,3 (1981), p. 201-209 (here at 206 f.).

% P.G. 39, 71B ff. Cf. K. HALL, Amphilochius von Ikonium in seinem Verhdiltnis zu den grofien
Kappadoziern, Tiibingen and Leipzig, 1904, p. 61, 63.

7 Cosmas of Jerusalem alludes to the ‘pure feet” of Christ in connection with the harlot; but this reference is
for the sake of a contrast along the lines of that of Romanos: t@v iyv®v cov éneldfeto TdV dypdvimv
keypappévolg modapolg (P.G. 98, 476 A). Cf. Amphiloch. Icon., P.G. 39, col. 77B and 80A and the
anonymous hymn (n. 12 above), stanza a.".

** With the word ‘their’ I mean that both Kassia and the sinful woman sense God as their personal God.

¥ Saint Cyril’s of Alexandria notion that she anointed and wiped Christ’s feet while standing behind him,
and could only come before him after her sins had been forgiven (P.G. 72, col. 624 A) is, of course, without
support in the text.

“DYCK 1986, p. 72.

“' Rom. 11, 33: “O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are
His judgments, and His ways past finding out!” Cf. also Ps. 35,7: “1a kpipatd cov dfvccog moArn”. Cf. also
Kassia’s Canon for the Dead: “"Ywyog kai fd0og tic Exkppdoar dvvatal/ tig of|g coeiag, Xpiote [...]".
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invocation of the Deity within the woman’s speech. According to Professor A. Dyck “with
its doubling of the ocw- element it seems like other figures of repetition, to heighten the
pathos still further”.*?

The troparion then concludes with the Sinful Woman’s last petition: “Mn ue v onv
000NV mapiong o dustpntov Exwv 10 Eleog” (Do not overlook me yours servant, You who
have pity without measure). The imitation of the penitential Psalms, though palpable, is
integrated seamlessly into the new context: Ps. 50,1: “éiénoov ue, 0 Osog, koto 10 ueyo.
&ledc oov Kkai kord 10 TATOOC TGV oikTIpUdY pov dAenyov TO dvdunud uov”*; Kassia, 1L.
19-20: “Mij ue v aijv dobimy mapidnc 6 duétpnrov &pwv w0 &eoc”*. The Sinful Woman
now addresses God as her personal Redeemer, yoyoodara, Zwtip pov (Savior of souls, my
Savior). Thus the prayer, which begun with a cry of despair and guilt, ends with a statement
of faith and hope. The hymn which begun with an image of a lost soul ends with the image
of that soul redeemed by God’s infinite loving mercy, as Topping points out.*’

The poem on Mary Magdalene, as Dyck correctly stresses, begins on a milder note which
then rises sharply with the onset of the woman’s speech (oiuo1) and continues to ascend
until it comes to the climax. The language is simple and direct, the use of rhetorical figures
restrained. At several points metrical correspondence underlines parallelism of sense.
Elements taken from literary models (Scriptures, Romanos the Melodist, Church Fathers)
are not carelessly pasted on but made to form an organic part of their new environment. The
Old Testament type (Eve), forms an apt contrast with the sinful woman and points a moral.

6. Survival of the sinful woman in other hymns

According to Ilse Rochow®® the form of the «sinful womany is appeared also in other
Eastern Christendom hymns, which are sung on Holy Wednesday and are ascribed by
mistake to Kassia. These hymns are in the following way:

1) Inc. £& 10v thc mapebévov vidv, mopvn E€myvodoa BOedv... is ascribed from the
manuscripts to Kosmas of Maiouma

i1) Inc. TO moAvTIOV pdpOV..., is ascribed also to Kosmas Maiouma

iii) Inc. “Ote N apaptoAdc..., is ascribed in part to Kosmas Maiouma, as also in part to
John the Monk. According to Rochow it can not be ascribed to Kassia, because this hymn is

“ DYCK 1986, p. 73 (cf. note 40).

“ Ps. 50, 1: Have mercy upon me, O God, according to Thy lovingkindness; according unto the multitude of
Thy tender mercies, blot out my transgressions.

* For the petition wij ue [...] mapiong cf. Andrew of Crete, Great Canon, 1.76 (un dmepidng pe). Kassia,
Canon for the Dead: “tdv do0l®wv cov mapde/ T &v dyvoiq, cwtp,/ Kol yvodoel mraicpota./ Q¢ Exov
pokpobope,/ priaviporiog drieTov TEANYOGS,/ TOV TPOG G UETASTAVI®V 1] OTHONG OAMG TA TOPATTOUATO/
&v M) €140V aTAV Kotd TPOcHOTOV |[...]”.

* TOPPING 1981, p. 209.
“ ROCHOW 1967, p. 56-57.
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confirmed already from the 7" century.”’

iv) Inc. "Q ¢ Tovda aBMdTTOG. . ., is ascribed either to Kosmas Maiouma or to John the
Monk

v) Inc. 'H apaptordc...., is ascribed also to Kosmas Maiouma or to John the Monk

vi) Inc. ‘H BePovbiopévn..., is ascribed to John of Damascus

vii) Inc. Evuepov 6 Xp1otoc.. ., is ascribed to someone Byzantios

viil) Inc. “"Hnlwoev 1} mdpvn..., is ascribed either to John of Damascus or to John the
Monk

1x) Inc. IIpoonABe yovn)..., is ascribed to Byzantios

x) Inc. ‘H dmeyvoopévn.. ., is supposed to be John of Damascus’ hymn™.

6. Conclusion

Across the more than ten centuries which separate us from the Byzantine nun, Kassia the
Nun and Hymnographer communicates the reality of the Christian passover from death to
life, as well as her serene belief in the transformnig grace of divine philanthropia. Kassia
invites such identification by presenting her situation with such vividness and pathos.
Kassia can be said to have laid bare the human soul in a poem of extraordinary

concentration and power.
* %
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