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THE USAGE OF SCRIPTURAL NATIVITY MOTIFS
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Abstract. In this article I will make a survey of the usage of the main nativity motifs that can be
found in early Greek and Slavonic hymnography, such as the kata stichon hymns. Moreover, I will
compare them with the nativity motifs that are mentioned in several works belonging to the homi-
letic literature, such as Pseudo-Chrysostom’s sermon known as In illud, Memor fui Dei, et delectatus
sum or St. Proclus’ Oratio in natalem diem Domini, as well as with the apocryphal Gospels and
Infancy Gospels. In this way, we can have an idea of the mutual references that are made between all
those works, and of the different usage that they show.

Keywords: kata stichon hymns, Book of Hours, homiletic literature, Apocryphal Gospels, Nativity
Motifs

B comparing Nativity motifs in the different works belonging to both the

homiletic and hymnographic literature it is possible to grasp an idea
of the richness of the intertextuality during the Middle Ages. Moreover, study-
ing the usage of biblical motifs and quotations by a specific author can help us to
determine their personal style compared to other authors, establishing a set of the
preferred motifs employed by that hymnographer. Sometimes it can allow us to
identify the composer of works whose authorship is disputed. On some occa-
sions we can even detect the echo of a particular author in the works of others,
by analysing their use of the instrument of biblical exegesis known as typology or
prefiguration. On the other hand, the differences or variants can be style markers
of the individual authors. Finally, this particular usage of biblical typology by an
author and its influence on other works can be very useful finding the composi-
tion date of the hymnographic works as a secondary or indirect criterion.

* This paper is a result of the author’s scholarship “Salvador de Madariaga” from the Spanish Minis-
try of Education as a scholar of the Instituto Universitario de Ciencias de las Religiones (IUCR) of the
Complutense University of Madrid in order to develop a research stay at the Faculty of Theology
at the University of Oslo under the supervision of Professor Stig S. Ragnvald Freyshov from March
until August 2019.
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In this article, we will analyze different hymnographic works devoted to the
Nativity, starting with one of the oldest and not so well-known poetic forms,
the kata stichon, hymns, and continuing with some of the more famous and beau-
tiful compositions on the Nativity: Romanos the Melodist’s kontakion and the
canons of St. Cosmas of Maiuma and of St. John of Damascus.

The hymns known as kata stichon are a poetic form in which each verse of
the hymn contains the same number of syllables (isosyllabism) and stress is on the
same syllables (homotony)'. During the Greek Antiquity, kata stichon was already
employed for narrative texts. Afterwards, in the Christian era, liturgical poetry
was composed in the kata stichon form starting from the fifth century and perhaps
for two or three centuries onwards. The question regarding the geographic origin
of the Greek kata stichon hymns has not been yet solved. Stig Froyshov identi-
fied some of them in the Horologion, that is, the Book of Hours of the Resurrec-
tion Cathedral of Jerusalem (more commonly known as the “Church of the Holy
Sepulchre”)?. The kata stichon hymns, even though they appear in the Horologion,
do not seem to originate in Jerusalem, being rather supplements included in the
Horologion outside of Palestine.

Freyshov also identified several kata stichon hymns that were translated into
Church Slavonic and included in some Russian Horologia, dating back to the
13*-15™ centuries. In one of them, specifically in a short passage number 27 be-
longing to the Midnight service, Nativity motifs are employed in order to praise
the figure of Jesus Christ, as can be read in the English translation:

Book of Hours of Sinai, fol. 62v RGADA, F. 381, N° 48, fol. 39v
9. 0v ) métpa 10 omAatov edelkev 9. leMY e KaMENB NEYEQY N1OKAZA *
Ko 1 pada TRV xaptv €d¢garo, A CAYHAYIHIA BAPTE NPHIAT *
10. dv doTiip kataAdpyag urvooey 10. teroxe ZRRZAA NPOCRBTHRLIH cA NPoNoREAA
Kal opéveg 10OvTeg e0adpacay, a nacTycn RUAKEIE AHEHIUIA CA *
11. &v ol payor T& dwpa mpoargepov 11. leMy ke ROAWCEH RAL'E AAQRI NPHHOCATH *
kat Hpawdng tepeiv €Boviederto. A HPOATS OVEHTH MLICAALLE *

9. (You are the One) to whom the rock offered a cave
and (for whom) the midwife received grace.

10. whom a shining star has revealed

and whom the shepherds saw and marveled at.

11. The Lord to whom the magi brought gifts

and who Herod was intending to kill.

' G. Nacy, Greek Literature, vol. IX, Greek Literature in the Byzantine Period, London-New York
2001, p. 141.

* S.S.R. FroysHOV, Yacocnos 6e3 nocnedosanuii bonvuux Yacos (6euepru u ympenu): Viccnedosa-
Hue HedasHo uzdanHozo Yacocnosa Sin. gr. 864 (IX 6.) (oxonuanue), BT 45, 2013, p. 272-307.
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As we can see, together with typical Nativity motifs such as the cave, the star,
the shepherds, the magi and King Herod, whose basic Gospel references are Matt 2:
2-13 and Luke 2: 16-17, another, not so common, motif can be found: the midwife
who received the Grace called ciryxamu in Church Slavonic and paia in Greek.
This motif comes directly from the apocryphal Gospels or Infancy Gospels, specif-
ically from the Protevangelium of James (19-20) and the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew
(13), in which it is recounted how Joseph went to Bethlehem looking for two mid-
wives that he brought back to the cave in order to help Mary give birth.

Similarly, several homilies and hymns from the 5" century onwards contain
apocryphal motifs. Romanos the Melodist also draws on the Protevangelium
of James in his kontakion “On the Nativity of the Virgin Mary”™’. However, this
motif of the midwife has no parallels in the two canons for the Vespers of the
Nativity of Christ which we will discuss hereafter. So we will leave it for later and
will comment earlier the other elements.

Starting with the first verse, as it is already mentioned in a footnote of the edi-
tion of the Book of Hours of Sinai* the expression “to whom the rock offered a cave”
resembles the famous prooimion or prelude of Romanos the Melodist’s kontakion
“On the Nativity” that reads as follows:

H napBévog onpepov, TOv driepovotov Tiktel,
Kai 1) yf| 70 ompAaioy, Td dnpooite mpocdyet.
dyyelot peta motpévwv Sokoloyodat.

pdyot 8¢ petd dotépog 68otmopodaot:

S fuag yap éyevvion,

naudiov véov, 6 Tpod aidvwy Bedg’.

Today the Virgin gives birth to him who is above all being,
and the earth offers a cave to him whom no one can approach.
Angels with shepherds give glory,

and magi journey with a star,

for to us there has been born

a little Child, God before the ages®.

* Sancti Romani melodi cantica: cantica genuine, ed. P. Maas, C.A. Trypants, Oxford 1963, p. 276-
280. For more information on the usage of apocryphal motifs in hymns and sermons devoted to the
Virgin, see T. ARENTZEN, The Virgin in Song, Philadelphia 2017 [= D.RLAR], p. 129; The Reception
of the Virgin in Byzantium. Marian Narratives in Texts and Images, ed. T. ARENTZEN, M.B. CUNNING-
HAM, Cambridge 2019; M.B. CUNNINGHAM, The Use of the Protevangelion of James in Eighth-Century
Homilies on the Mother of God, [in:] The Cult of Mother of God in Byzantium. Texts and Images,
ed. M.B. CUNNINGHAM, L. BRUBAKER, Aldershot 2011, p. 163-178; D. KRUEGER, Liturgical Subjects,
Philadelphia 2017.

* Livre d Heures du Sinai (Sinaiticus graecus 864), ed. M.(L.) Ajjous, J. PARAMELLE, Paris 2004
[=SC, 486], p. 248, n. 27.3.

*  Sancti Romani melodi cantica..., p. 1.

¢ St. RomaNos, Kontakia On the Life of Christ: Chanted Sermons by the Great Sixth Century Poet and
Singer St. Romanos, trans. Archimandrite Ephrem Lash, New Haven 2010 [= SLS], p. 3.
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Actually, this prelude of Romanos’ kontakion was sung after the sixth ode of the
canon and the Small Litany at the Vespers of the Nativity of Christ until the 12" ¢,
two canons of which we will discuss later. According to the legend, this kontakion
was revealed in dreams by the Theotokos, the Mother of God, to the famous sixth-
century hymnographer St. Romanos the Melodist during the Christmas Eve. The
tull kontakion consists of 24 strophes besides the prelude and is written in the form
of a dialogue between the Mother of God and the magi. The basic Gospel text is
Matt 2: 1-14, and the Nativity motifs that appear are the manger, the cave, the
star, the magi, Joseph and his dream, the shepherds, Herod and the three gifts of
the magi. Unfortunately we can not comment on all of them here.

But coming back to the prelude’s formula “the earth offers a cave” and the simi-
lar expression in the kata stichon “the rock offered a cave”, in the edition of the
Book of Hours of Sinai it is said that it does not necessarily imply a direct influence
between the Book of Hours and Romanos or vice versa, for this motif was to be
found already since the first half of the 5* c. in several homiletic works, for instance
at the end of a sermon for the Nativity attributed to St. Proclus of Constantino-
ple®. Actually, there is a difference between those works regarding which element
of nature is offering the cave: it is the earth in the kontakion, the rock in the kata
stichon, and the mountains in the sermon. In this case, it can be explained through
a lexical or semantic play by the authors, who are employing the rhetorical device
of metonymy, for both variants (the rock and the mountains) are a part of the earth
as a whole. Moreover, the verb “to offer” also differs in the three works: mpoodyet
in the kontakion, €5eifev in the kata stichon and mpoo@épet in the sermon. This
passage of the sermon bears the idea of all the elements of nature offering what
they have to the new-born baby Jesus, and that reads as follows:

Kai doa N ktiowg TWi andrtopt Ppéget mpoo@épet T EEviar Ny THV @ATVIV: al éTpant TaG
MBivag v8piac: T opn T omilatov- al toAerg T fBety- of avepol THy vakony- i BdAao-
oa Ty vmotaynyv: Ta kopata thy yaAqvnv- o fubog todg txBvag: of (xBveg TOV otatrpa: ta
USata tov Topddvny- [...] of péyot t& 8apac [...] of moéveg THY vivediav- [...] i dvatold
Tov dotépa- |...]

All the Creation offers its gifts to the infant without father: the earth (offers) the manger; the
rocks, the stone hydric urns; the mountains, the cave; the cities, Bethlehem; the winds, obe-
dience; the sea, submission; the waves, the calm; the depth, fishes; the fishes, the stater (silver
coin); the waters, the Jordan; [...] the magi, the gifts; [...] the shepherds, chants of praise;
[...] the East, the star; [...]°.

7 A.LINGAS, The Liturgical Place of the Kontakion in Constantinople, [in:] Liturgy, Architecture, and
Art in Byzantine World. Papers of the 18. International Byzantine Congress (Moscow, 8-15 August
1991) and Other Essays Dedicated to the Memory of John Meyendorff, ed. C.C. AKENTIEY, St. Peters-
burg 1995, p. 50-57, at p. 56.

8 St. PRocLUS, Oratio in natalem diem Domini, IV, 3, [in:] PG, vol. LXV, ed. J.-P. MIGNE, Paris 1864,
col. 713C.

° Translation by the author.
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Here we can see again some other Nativity motifs together with the cave: the
manger, Bethlehem, the magi, the shepherds, and the star. Furthermore, accord-
ing to the commentary of the Book of Hours of Sinai, this topic could have been
already present in a Pseudo-Chrysostom sermon known as In illud, Memor fui
Dei, et delectatus sum' that could be in fact one of the oldest Greek sermons on
the Nativity. There we can read the following:

Or katpol ToV XelpwVog Kal Tou ghivomwpov aAXdynTe, kol Tapd OOV KAPTOPOPHOATE,
Kal TAG EMKAPTIAG EQVTWY TPOTKOUICATE TWL EYKVUITAVTL UHWV TOVG kapmovg: [...] Qg &¢
ndoa - 1) KTiolg yaAleto, opou kol yij Kal Td U oupavoy €patdpihvovto xapttt.

You, the seasons of winter and autumn exchange your roles and bring forth the fruits out
of season, offer your products to honour the one who has ripened your fruits. [...] All the
creation has rejoiced, the earth at the same time that everything that is under the sky have
shone forth with the grace.

The same idea is present also in the fourth idiomelon'' or sticheron at the begin-
ning of the liturgical service on the Vespers of the Nativity of Christ, when it says
the following:

Ti oot mpooevéykwpey Xploté, 6Tt deOng €mi yiig w¢ &vBpwmog Ot fudc; ékactov yap T@V
OO 00D YEVOUEVWY KTIOHATWY, TNV evxaploTiav oot mpoodyet: ol Ayyehot TOv Duvov, ol
ovpavol Tov Aotépa, oi Mayot ta dwpa, ot TTowpéveg T0 Badpa, 1) yij T0 omAatoy, 1) Epnpog
v @atvny- Npeic 8¢ Mntépa IapBévov. O mpod aiwvwv Oedg ENéncov M.

What shall we bring you, Christ, who have appeared on earth as man for our sake? For each
creature made by you gives you thanks, bringing: The angels, their song; heaven, the star. The
Magi, gifts; the shepherds, the miracle; the earth, the cave; the desert, the manger; and we
the virgin mother. God, who is before all ages, have mercy on us.

Some of the elements of this sticheron, such as 1| yfj 70 onfjdatov “the earth, the
cave’ could be an echo of Romanos, so it could date back to the second half of
the 6™ or the 7™ c. This passage gave origin to a type of icon called after the first
words of the idiomelon “What shall we bring you, Christ” (also known as the
icon of the “Assembly of the Most Holy Mother of God”), that would date back
to the 13" c. and that was very widespread in the iconography of the Byzantine
and post-Byzantine periods'?. This icon illustrates elements of the sticheron given
above. At the centre we see Mary with the child Jesus. Directly above her is a star
(“heaven, the star”). Beside it are angels (“the angels, their song”). To her left are

10" St. JouN CHRYSOSTOM, Spuria, [in:] PG, vol. LXI, ed. J.-P. MIGNE, Paris 1862, col. 694-695.

" Menaion, vol. IT, Rome 1889, p. 651, https://glt.goarch.org/texts/Dec/Dec25.html [28 II 2023].

2 R. STICHEL, Die Geburt Christi in der Russischen Ikonenmalerei. Voraussetzungen in Glauben und
Kunst des Christlichen Ostens und Westens, Stuttgart 1990, p. 118-120; On the typological images
of the Virgin in hymnography, see Jaakko (DAMASKINOS) OLKINUORA, Four Typological Images of
Mary in the Hymnography for the Feast of the Entrance, JISOCM 1, 2014, p. 33-42.
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the three Magi (“the Magi, gifts”). To her right are shepherds (“the shepherds, the
miracle”). At left is a figure representing the earth holding the manger (“the earth,
the manger”) and at right another figure representing the desert (“the desert, the
cave”)". In the lower centre is commonly a group that varies in composition from
one representation to another and may include singers, a king or kings, patriarchs,
etc. On both sides of this group we see the renowned hymnographers of the eighth
century, St. Cosmas of Maiuma and St. John of Damascus with scrolls bearing
hymns, most probably with the canons that they allegedly composed for the Nativ-
ity of Christ, and that are sung during the liturgical service on the Vespers of the
Nativity of Christ.

The theme of the canon of St. Cosmas is that Christ, having become man,
has come down to earth while retaining his divine nature. Deeply moved by this
event, the author glorifies him with passion and reverence and encourages others
(and the whole creation) to rejoice and to praise the Lord. St. Cosmas begins his
canon in the Heirmos" of the first ode with the words from a Nativity sermon by
St. Gregory the Theologian:

Xp1otog yevvaral, dofdoate. Xptotog ¢§ odpavdv- dnavtioate. Xptotog £mi yiig, DywOnte,
‘Awcate @ Kopiw maoa 1) yij, kai év edgpoadvy, avopvijoate Aaoi, 1t deddEaotar’.

Christ is born; glorify Him! Christ comes from heaven; go to meet Him! Christ is on earth;
be exalted! Sing to the Lord, all the earth! And praise Him in gladness, O people, for He has
been glorified!"

And at the end of the canon in the 9" ode repeats the words of St. John Chryso-
stom, when saying:

MvuaTthprov Eévov, 6pd kai tapadofov! odpavov to Znidatov- Opévov XepovPikdy, v Iap-
Bévov- Tiv @aTvny xwpiov: &v @ avexAidn O axwpnrog, Xplotog 6 Oedg dv AvopuvodvTEg
peyaAvvopevy.

13 Here we observe a little variation comparing to the formulae of the sticheron “the earth, the cave;
the desert, the manger”, for in the icon the two elements have switched their offerings. It could be
a play by the artist for stylistic reasons. Or it could be a way or rendering the gifts more “logical”
from the point of view of the artist: it would be very unlikely for the desert to offer a manger. There
is a third option, and it is that it could be reflecting a pictorial tradition, for in the iconography of the
painting of icons the caves tend to appear close to the characters of saints living in the deseart, such
as St. Elijah or St. John the Evangelist. In any case, it is a rhetorical device of metonymy as we have
seen in the other variants of the texts, for the desert is a part of the whole earth.

'* In the Byzantine liturgical tradition is the initial troparion of an ode of a canon.

15 St. Cosmas OF MA1uMA, Canon on the Nativity of Christ, http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/
explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_pezos_kanwn.htm [28 II 2023].

'¢ Translation by Michael Bishop: https://www.fatheralexander.org/booklets/english/nativity.htm
[28 11 2023].

17 St. Cosmas OF MA1uMA, Canon on the Nativity of Christ, http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/
explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_pezos_kanwn.htm [28 II 2023].


http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_pezos_kanwn.htm
http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_pezos_kanwn.htm
https://www.fatheralexander.org/booklets/english/nativity.htm
http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_pezos_kanwn.htm
http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_pezos_kanwn.htm
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I see a strange and paradoxical mystery. The cave is heaven; the cherubic throne is the Vir-
gin; the manger is the place in which Christ lay, the uncontainable God, Whom we magnify
in song!

The second canon, attributed to Saint John of Damascus but of dubious author-
ship, was written originally in iambic verse and describes those salvific actions
that took place for the humankind because of the appearance of the Son of God
in the flesh, as was revealed in the New Testament. In general both canons contain
the same Nativity motifs: the cave, the manger, the star, the magi, the shepherds
and the angels, with just a few differences. For instance, St. Cosmas mentions
a new motif in the first strophe of the 5" ode, the census of Emperor Augustus,
according to which Christ was subject to the Emperor’s decree and had to register
as any other person living in the Roman Empire, a clear reference to Luke 2: 1-3.

Another difference is that king Herod is mentioned in an explicit way in the
same canon of St. Cosmas as a cruel and furious murderer of children, in the sec-
ond and third strophes of the 9" ode, while in the canon of St. John of Damascus
the character of Herod is absent. Similarly as in St. Cosmas’ canon, Herod was
a main evil character for Romanos too, for he devoted a whole kontakion to the
episode of the massacre of the innocents'®.

There are many allusions to the Nativity motifs in those canons, but we will
comment only on one of the most interesting, in our opinion, for its multiple
occurrences and symbolic interpretations. It is the reference to the magi that can
be found twice in the canon of St. Cosmas with a compound name, calling them
“stargazers” (dotepookomot in Greek) in the second strophe of the 4™ ode and
again naming them “stargazing kings” (Baot\elg dotponoAodvtag) in the third
strophe of the 8™ ode. The context of the first allusion of the magi is the fulfilment
of the words of prophet Balaam regarding the rise of the star of Jacob as a messianic
prophecy of the birth of Christ (Nm 24: 17-19).

Tod Mdvtewg méhat Bakady, Tdv Aéywv pontds 6ogots, 4oTtepookomovg xapds éminoag,
aotip ¢k 100 Takwp, dvateilag Aéomota, EOvav amapyiv eioayopévovs: ¢8¢fw 8¢ mpo-
Qavg, S@pd oot dektd pookopilovtag®.

Thou hast filled the stargazers with joy, O Lord. They knew the hidden meaning of the
prophet Balaam’s words. Thou hast made the star of Jacob to rise. As the first-fruits of
the Gentiles it led them unto Thee. Thou didst openly receive their precious gifts. Glory to
Thy power, O Lord!*

'8 Kontakion 3 in Sancti Romani melodi cantica..., p. 17-26.

1 St. CosMAs OF MAIUMA, Canon on the Nativity of Christ, http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/
explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_pezos_kanwn.htm [28 II 2023].

» Translation by Michael Bishop: https://www.fatheralexander.org/booklets/english/nativity.htm
[28 11 2023].


http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_pezos_kanwn.htm
http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_pezos_kanwn.htm
https://www.fatheralexander.org/booklets/english/nativity.htm
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In addition, the magi are mentioned here as the first Gentiles or nations to
worship the Lord in as a proof of the fulfilment of the messianic prophecies
(asin Ps 86:9).

The context of the second allusion shows also a very interesting subject. The
heirmos of the 8" ode devoted to the Babylonian fiery furnace is employed to
introduce the topic of the exile in Babylon. Though following the literary genre
constraints Cosmas was obliged to mention the three men in the Babylonian fiery
furnace in the 8" ode of the canon, here a very subtle and refined intertextual
play can be detected here. Thus, in the first strophe of this same 8" ode, the magi
are presented as the restitution of that crime against the people of Israel, making
their journey the opposite way: if earlier the daughter of Babylon drove David’s
children from Zion as captives, plundering and stealing their treasures, now
the “daughter of Babylon”, that is, Chaldea, sends her own captivated children, the
wise men, bringing back their treasures to David’s daughter, that is the Virgin
Mary, the Mother of God, in order to worship the Messiah, the descendant from
king David. By doing so, Cosmas follows the exegetical tradition from Irenaeus
onwards of recapitulation/anakephalaiosis in which an old sin is reverted towards
salvation, being also a case of a typological reading of the Scriptures.

“EAket Bapul@vog 1) Buydrnp maidag, Sopuktritovg Aavis, ¢k Ziwv &v adtf], Swpopdpovg
népmet 8¢, Mdyovg maidag, v 10D Aavid Beodoxov Buyatépa Aitavevoovta- 816 dvopvod-
vteg dvapédywpev. Ebdoyeitw 1| ktiolg madoa tov Koprov, kai dmepuyoitw, €ig mavtag tolg
ai@vag?.

The daughter of Babylon drove David’s children from Zion with sword and spear. Now she
sends her sons, the wise men, bearing gifts, to worship in David’s city, where God has come
to dwell. So let us raise the song: Let all creation bless the Lord, and exalt Him throughout
all ages!*

This idea is repeated again in the third strophe of the same 8" ode, where the
magi are referred to with the expression “stargazing kings”, that we mentioned:

2k0Aa Bafulav tfig Baothidog Zibv, kai Sopvktnrov SAPov ¢d¢Eato, Onoavpods Xpiotog,
¢v Zwwv 8¢ tavTng, kai Baotkeig ovv dotépt 68nyd, dotponorodvtag ENkel 1O dvupvod-
vteg avapédywpev: Ebdoyeitw 1) ktiolg tdoa tov Koplov, kal drepuyoitw, €ig mavtag tolg
aiovag?.

21 St. CosMAs OF MAIUMA, Canon on the Nativity of Christ, http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/
explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_pezos_kanwn.htm [28 II 2023].

2 Translation by Michael Bishop: https://www.fatheralexander.org/booklets/english/nativity.htm
[28 T1 2023].

# St. Cosmas OF MAIUMA, Canon on the Nativity of Christ, http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/
explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_pezos_kanwn.htm [28 II 2023].
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Babylon captured the spoils of war and riches from the Queen of the cities of Zion. Now from
Zion, Christ captivates her treasures, namely her stargazing kings themselves, bedazzled
by the bright guiding star. So let us melodiously chant in praise: Let all creation bless and
extol the Lord, and let it exalt Him supremely to the ages.

We see that it is repeated at the end the sentence Let all creation bless and extol
the Lord, and let it exalt Him supremely to the ages, that reminds us what we com-
mented earlier on the whole creation bringing its gifts to Christ, in this case sing-
ing chants of praise. And this idea is strengthened by the second strophe inserted
in between the others, in which this subject is developed as association with the
topic of the exile in Babylon. It reads as follows:

"Opyava mapékhtve 0 mévBog @Sf¢: o yap fidov év voboig oi maideg Zidv, Bapuldvog Avet
8¢, mA&vnv ndoav kai povok®v, appoviav BnBlesu égavateilag Xplotog: Std dvouvod-
vteg avapéAdywpev. EbAoyeitw 1 ktiolg maoa 1ov Koprov, kai Drepuyoitw, ig mavtag Tovg
ai@vag*.

Lamentation once suspended organ of song; for Zion’s children would not sing in strange
lands. Rising out of Bethlehem, Christ abolished all the error of Babylon, her harmony
of music as well. So let us melodiously chant in praise: Let all creation bless and extol the
Lord, and let it exalt Him supremely to the ages.

It tells how the chants praising the Lord of the people of Israel were interrupted
by the forced exile in Babylon, and even though their oppressors ask them to sing,
they refused, as a quotation of the famous Ps 137: 1-4 that, according to the King
James Version®, says as follows:

1. By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion.
2. We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. 3. For there they that carried
us away captive required of us a song; and they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying,
Sing us one of the songs of Zion. 4. How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?

Therefore, the birth of Christ would imply the restoration of the universal har-
mony between humans and God through the music and the sacred chants that
had been interrupted with the exile in Babylon.

In the canon of Saint John of Damascus the same idea is to be found in the
second strophe of the 8" ode, but in an even more developed way:

Abdpunv guyodoa tod Beodabat TR TAavn,
ANNKTOV DUVEL TOV KeVODUEVOV AGYOV.
Neavik@®g dnaca obv Tpduw KTiotlg,

% Ibidem.
% However, Cosmas would rather refer to Psalm 136 in LXX.
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"Ado&ov ebyog Selpatovpévn QEpeLy,
Pevoti) yey@woa, K&y 0o0pdG EkapTépel.

Turning away from the guilt of its vain attempt to become as God,
sings in praise of the eternal Word, who now empties Himself,
the whole creation, like the three Children,

yet in trembling, fearing in its corruption to bring

a prayer unacceptable to God, although the (divine)

wisdom ever maintains it in being.

Unlike St. Cosmas, St. John of Damascus does not encourage the whole cre-
ation to sing chants of praise. Instead, it states that the creation is already sing-
ing, like the three Children of the fiery furnace of Babylon, to praise the Word
that was God, in the figure of Christ, having turned away from the original sin,
and fearing not to be worthy of doing so, because of its temporary and ephemeral
nature. However, as the composer says, the creation does not know that the Wis-
dom of God can make it eternal.

We can add here that a similar allusion to the Babylonian (or Chaldaean ori-
gin) of the magi was also mentioned in the strophe 13 of the kontakion of Roma-
nos Melodos?, also associated with the fiery furnace of Babylon, and the worship
of fire in the Zoroastrian religion:

13.'Q¢ 8¢ tabta avtoig / 1) paewviy ENdAnoey,

oi TG &vatoAiig / Avxvol mpog tadTny Epnoav

Mabeiv BéAetg, 60ev / HAOOapev HSe;

¢k NG XaASaiwy, / 60ev ob Aéyovat- © Bedg Bedv kvplog’,
¢k BaBul@vog, / 6mov ovk oidaot

Tig 6 oG / TovTWV OV oéPovaiy-

éxeiBev ANOe / kal Apev fuag

6 1o maudiov cov omvONp / £k Tod TVPOG TOD Tepotkod-
mop mapdayov Mmévteg / mop Spooilov Bewpoduev
naudiov véov, / TOV Tpo aidvwy Bedv.

% St. JoHN oF DamMascus, Canon on the Nativity of Christ, http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/
explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_iambikos_kanwn.htm [28 I 2023].

¥ Sancti Romani melodi cantica..., p. 5.

# J. Grosdidier de Matons considers that Romanos does not distinguish here between Chaldeans
and Persians, and that in this strophe he means the fiery furnace by the phrase “Persian fire” (see
J. GROSDIDIER DE MATONS, Romanos le Mélode, Hymnes, vol. 11, Paris 1965 [= SC 110], p. 65 n. 2).
However, due to the insistent remarks of Romanos about the pagan religion of the Chaldaeans (“they
do not say, “The Lord is God of gods™, “they do not know who is the maker of the things they rever-
ence”), we could infer that here the expression “Persian fire” could refer both to the fiery furnace
and to the Zoroastrian religion, from which the Magi were saved through the “the spark from your
Child”, leaving “an all-devouring fire”, that is, the fire of paganism, and seeing “a fire which brings
dew”, the fire and light of Christ.


http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_iambikos_kanwn.htm
http://users.uoa.gr/~nektar/orthodoxy/explanatory/ermhneia_xristoygenna_iambikos_kanwn.htm
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13. When the Shining One had spoken thus, the lamps of the East said to her, “Do you wish
to learn from where we have come here? From the land of the Chaldaeans, where they do
not say, ‘The Lord is God of gods? From Babylon, where they do not know who is the maker
of the things they reverence. From there it came, the spark from your Child, and raised us
from the Persian fire; we have left an all-devouring fire and see a fire which brings dew:
a little Child, God before the ages™.

In the kontakion® an interesting comparison of the star that guided the magi
with the pillar of fire that guided Moses in the exodus from Egypt (Ex 13: 21)
can also be found, another example of Romanos’ typological exegesis:

18. [...] fueig 6¢ TovToLg / OTIep NioTAVTO / AVTENMNPWTHOAEV:
DLELG TO épog / TG Stwdevoate

€pnuov moAAf / fjviep SiNAOete;

6 68nynoag / Tovg am’ Aiydmtov

adTtog @SMynoe kai vov / Tovg ¢k XaAdaiwv mpog adTtdv,

T6Te OTVUAW TVPIVEY, / VOV 8¢ doTpw T SnAodvTL

niadiov véov, / TOV Tpod aidvwy Bedv.

18. [...] He who guided those who came from Egypt himself now guides those who come
to him from Chaldaea; then by a pillar of fire, now by the star which shows a little Child,
God before the ages’.

Before concluding we will return to the motif of the midwife that appeared
in the kata stichon, and that has no other parallels in the above-mentioned texts.
As we said, it was rather surprising to find an apocryphal motif originally found
in the Protevangelium of James (19-20) and the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew (13)%.
But unlike those works, which mention two midwives, in the hymn kata stichon
only one of them appears. As the midwife has no name we are not able to tell to
which of the midwives of the apocryphal gospels it refers: in the Protevangelium
of James only one of the women bears a name, Salome. That was the woman who
needed to touch the Virgin Mary in order to verify that she was still a Virgin after
the miraculous birth. As a result, her hand was burned and fell off her body, being
cured afterwards by touching the infant. In this manner the apocryphal Gospels
added this story of the midwives as a way of demonstrating Mary’s virginity after
the birth. In the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew both midwives are named: the first
woman who saw a bright light caused by a miracle in the cave before the infant
appeared is called Zelomi, and the unbelieving woman is called Salome like in the
Protevangelium of James. Thus, we do not know which midwife the kata stichon

¥ St. RomANos, Kontakia. .., p. 8.

3 Sancti Romani melodi cantica..., p. 7.

31 St. RomaNos, Kontakia. .., p. 10.

32 A. WALKER, Apocryphal Gospels, Acts, and Revelations, Edinburgh 1870, p. 11-12, 31-33.
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refers to when saying that she received the grace: the first woman for being able to
see the light and the miracle, or the second one, Salome, for being forgiven for her
sin of unfaithfulness. Most probably it is alluding to the second one, for she was
the one who “received the grace” of forgiveness of her sin of disbelief.

We would like to finish by reminding that, in spite of its absence in the canoni-
cal Gospels, this motif of the midwives has been very widespread in the medieval
art, not only in the Eastern Christian churches (in Russian and Greek icons and
paintings) but also in the Western Romanesque depictions (both in paintings
and in sculptures). As in the Russian icon, they are represented performing the
first bath of the infant®, a motif that does not appear in the aforementioned apoc-
ryphal Gospels. Moreover, there is a tradition according to which Salome was
healed by pouring the water of the infant’s bath on her hand.

What we can say in conclusion, bearing in mind the studied texts on the Nativ-
ity motifs, is that during the Middle Ages all the Christian works were conceived
as a whole, showing crossed influences between them: both the homiletic and
hymnographic works, but also the hagiographies and of course the Scriptures
(both the canonical and the apocryphal), having a reflection in the medieval
Christian art too. Mainly, we have seen for instance how Romanos’s kontakion
had an echo in later canons on the Nativity, and that his method of biblical exegesis
through typology or prefiguration was widely spread in all the analysed liturgical
texts. And we observed how the echo of Romanos on the fourth idiomelon or
sticheron at the beginning of the liturgical service on the Vespers of the Nativity
of Christ could be useful in finding out the date of the latter. In contrast, in the
examples with different variants, as for instance regarding which element of nature
is offering the cave to Christ (the earth in the kontakion and in the sticheron, the
rock in the kata stichon, the mountains in the sermon, and the desert in the icon),
the differences can be due to a stylistic or semantic play by the authors, who are
employing the rhetorical device of metonymy, or even to the pictorial tradition
in the icon.

3 R. STICHEL, Die Geburt Christi..., p. 50-52.
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