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Readers, Cantors, and Church Music in Early Eastern Christian Worship

The earliest sources documenting Eastern Christian worship record that there was
no specific office of cantor in the first centuries of the Christian Church. In a number of
ways, the history of the cantor in liturgical worship is an icon of the history of the
Church’s culture of worship itself. While many examinations of the liturgical life of the
Church focus primarily on the major clergy—the bishop, priest, and deacon—a potential
blind spot can be avoided if one looks more closely at the minor clergy, offices which
were subject to more development than those of the major clergy (whose roles had
essentially coalesced by the beginning of the 2™ century). Unfortunately, the minor
orders of the Church often escape serious and lengthy treatment in scholarly works but
remain primarily the province of fairly obscure journal articles and the more readily
available encyclopedic sources. With the development of the office of cantor came also a
development in the music of the Church, and liturgical architecture also developed to
provide the proper context for the cantor’s ministry. The task of examining the history of
the cantor begins first in examining early Christian music itself and then in looking at the

office from which the cantor eventually became distinct, the reader.



The Origins of Christian music
According to the Blackwell Dictionary of Eastern Christianity (DEC), scholarly

opinion is currently divided regarding the source of Byzantine music, which is the first

musical tradition of the Eastern Church and still remains the tradition in the majority of
the Eastern churches, though perhaps not the majority of the Church’s people, owing to
the highly populous nature of the Russian church, which mainly uses other musical forms.

The DEC presents two sets of theories regarding the source of Byzantine chant, Judaism

as represented in the rites of the synagogue and temple, and paganism in its own temples.

The first Christians were all Jews, and certainly the initial texts from which Christians

would have been worshiping were all of Jewish origin, particularly the Psalms. However,

regarding the Jewish origin theory for Christian music, the authors of the DEC point out
that “there is no conclusive evidence of the role of music in the synagogue in the early

Christian period, so we do not know what their experience of Jewish liturgical music

would have been” (DEC, 329). Further, the DEC states:

Musicological research into Christian and Jewish chant led to the thesis
presented perhaps most fully in Eric Werner’s book The Sacred Bridge,
that Christian chant is fundamentally Jewish in origin. Interestingly
Werner also offers evidence of Jewish liturgical borrowing from
Christianity (ibid.).

The other primary theory of the origin of the Church’s first music is from pagan worship:
Diametrically opposed to Werner’s thesis is the common belief of Greek
theorists of Byzantine psalmodia, who see Byzantine chant as a direct
derivative of ancient Greek music, and map the eight tones of
ecclesiastical music on the modal system (ibid.).

Other scholars suggest a sharp disjunction between the music of the Church and that

which had come before. Whatever the case, there is little evidence to back any of these



claims.

What we do know from ancient sources is that there were readers in both the early
Church and in the Jewish synagogue and that Church music consisted of unaccompanied,
monophonic chant, the only exceptions being the use of certain rhythmic instruments in
the Coptic and Ethiopic traditions. All of the early musical traditions of the Christian
East developed simple, recitative melodies for the chanting of the Psalms and more
complex melodies for solemn psalmody and a body of non-Scriptural hymnology. All of

these characteristics parallel the tradition of the synagogue.

The Reader

Initially, the reader (or lector) was not a member of the minor clergy but simply a
layman who had the ability to read and who used his skills in the liturgical life of the
Church. The traditional Greek term for the role, anagnostes, is reminiscent of this pre-
clerical reality. The term literally means “one who is not ignorant” and referred in the
ancient world to a slave who had the ability to read. Literacy was a valuable and
relatively rare skill in the culture within which the Church began, so with the small size
of the Church, it would have been impractical to impel literate members of the
congregation to take up such an office professionally, as eventually became the norm.
Such people probably had other tasks to which they devoted their skills, and so the duties
of reading in church were likely shared among the literate members of the local
congregation. As the Church grew in size, became legalized, and then supported by the
imperial coffers, professional minor clergy became a possibility, such that the Emperor

St. Justinian in 535 tried to limit the number of readers in the Great Church of
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Constantinople to 110, while in 612 his successor Herakleios set the number to 160
(Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, 84).

The duty of the reader was primarily to read from the ambo the texts of the
Epistles (and Old Testament, until the 7" century) during the Divine Liturgy, and until the
office of cantor became distinct, to lead the chants of the services. The Oxford
Dictionary of the Christian Church even states that in some places (e.g., Africa and
Spain), readers would read the Gospel (ODCC, 963). By the time church buildings were
a normal feature of Christian life, the ambo was an architectural feature of the structure,
often in the center of the nave or somewhat off to the side, a raised platform which all in
the church could see and from which the reader could be clearly heard.

Even in the early years of the Church’s legal freedom, the reader’s musical skills
were regarded as being holy, that is, set apart for use only in Church. That there should
be this sense of being “set apart” makes it no surprise, then, that eventually the reader
came to be understood as a member of the clergy. One early witness we have to this
setting-apart of the reader is that from the Canons of Basil, a collection of 106
Alexandrian canons which survive only in translation (probably from the 4™ century),
though most likely written originally in Greek. Canon 74 states:

When a reader learns to play the cithara, he shall be taught to confess it. If

he does not return to it, he will endure his punishment for seven weeks. If

he persists in it, he must be discharged and excluded from the church

(McKinnon, 120).

The cithara was a lyre-like musical instrument associated with pagan Greek life, and the

reader was canonically compelled not to take up life as a professional musician,

threatened here with both deposition from his office and excommunication if he should
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persist in using his musical skills outside the Church. Johannes Quasten, in his Music &
Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, offers this commentary:

The lectors referred to here also discharged the office of cantor, as canon

97 in the same collection presupposes. Their musical vocation made it

possible for them to be more easily led astray in the area of instrumental

music than for others. But in order to forestall every danger of admitting

such music into the church itself the canon forbids the lector to practice

this art (Quasten, 75).

Quasten further notes the non-instrumental office of the lector by quoting from the
Nomoncanon of Michael of Damietta: “The lector may not wear a deacon’s stole nor may
he use a musical instrument” (ibid.).

The reader did, however, have the distinction of being able to ascend the ambo, as
witnessed in Canon 15 of the Synod of Laodicea (A.D. 343-381): “No one should ascend
the ambon unless he is tonsured” (NPNF 2 14, 132). Some commentaries have
interpreted this canon to forbid the singing in church by any except the clergy, but both
St. John Chrysostom and St. Basil the Great testify to the standard custom of the singing
of the laity in the churches. Thus, most commentators seem to agree that this prohibition
against the non-tonsured from ascending the ambo is simply that the reading and chanting
in the Church should be led by the clergy (ibid.).

That the office of reader came to be understood as the first step in the clerical life
is attested to throughout patristic literature. Many of the great Church Fathers’ lives
include a note near the beginning of their being made readers, and even some of the more
infamous figures of Church history were made readers, such as the Emperor Julian the

Apostate. The ODCC indicates that “the first traces of the order may be seen in Col. 4:16

and Rev. 1:3, and express mention of a liturgical reader is found in St Justin (4pol. 1. 67.
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3 f)” and that from “the end of the 2™ cent. there is plentiful but widely scattered
evidence” (ODCC, 963). The major initial canonical development of the Church
certainly dealt with the office, as we have already seen. Additionally, Canon 10 of
Antioch (A.D. 330 or 341), indicates that they may be ordained by a chorepiscopus, a sort

of early auxiliary or vicar bishop (ibid.).

The Cantor

In the 4™ century, as with so many other developments in the life of the Church,
the role of the cantor became generally separated out from that of reader, and the psaltes
was reckoned among the minor clergy, usually ranking in canonical lists below reader.
Some have written that there were distinct psaltai in the 2™ century, pointing to the
Epistles of St. Ignatius of Antioch, who writes, “I greet the subdeacons, the readers, the
cantors, the porters, the laborers, the exorcists and the confessors” (McKinnon, 19). Yet
in most of these historical commentaries which suggest this early distinction, it is usually
not mentioned that this epistle of Ignatius “to the Antiochenes” is almost universally
regarded as spurious (one of eight such epistles) and of late 4™ century provenance.
Potentially the earliest authentic reference to the distinct office of cantor is that of St.
Cyril of Jerusalem, in his Catechesis XIII, 26, though the term he uses is the more general
psalmodoi rather than the usual psaltes, so there is scholarly confusion on this reference,
as well (McKinnon, 76).

In Socrates’ Ecclesiastical History (late 4™ ¢.), he writes: “In the same city of
Alexandria readers and cantors are created regardless of whether they are catechumens or

faithful, while the churches everywhere promote only the faithful to this office” (ibid.,
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101). Sozomen, writing earlier with a work of the same title, records “Martyrius was a
subdeacon, while Marcian was a cantor (psaltes) and a reader of Holy Scripture” (ibid.,
103). Thus, we can safely say that the evidence for the separation of the office of cantor
from that of reader is primarily centered in the 4" century. Like the reader, the cantor is
appointed by cheirothesia, which literally means “the imposition of hands,” but is distinct
from the cheirotonia used to ordain members of the major clergy, a technical distinction
which developed over time.

As the office of singing Church music came to be specialized, so, too, did the
music itself. The simpler melodic structures of the first few centuries came to be eclipsed
by more complicated musical forms suited to professional (or at least rehearsed) choirs
and Church musicians. The precise nature of these changes is not well documented,
probably because the musical tradition remained primarily oral. We do know, however,
that, as the DEC states:

The cantillation of scripture serves several functions: chanted text is the

ancient world’s equivalent of a public address system; simple formulae

that indicate division of sentences or clauses inhibit intrusion of personal

meanings; the formal rhetoric of chanted texts lifts it from the everyday

and presents it to the congregation precisely as sacred text. In the

Byzantine tradition, marks on the scriptural text to aid musical

declamation occur from about the eighth century (DEC, 329).

Thus, the earliest manuscripts we have which indicate specific musical direction are of
relatively late origin. Yet their appearance suggests a complex musical tradition, and
certainly by the 8" century, the office of Church musician is well established as one of the
minor clerical roles.

Despite this growing complexity, however, certain simplifying principles were

always maintained, as Constantine Cavarnos points out in his Byzantine Chant:



That this music was always monophonic (or homophonic) is a point on
which... historians of Byzantine music are in accord. This means that from
the very beginning, Byzantine sacred music excluded polyphony or
heterophony, which is characteristic of Western Church music (Cavarnos,
25, emphasis in original).

Cavarnos stresses this point even further, thus underlining the spiritual and practical role

of the cantor:
A single line of melody makes it easy for the congregation to follow the
meaning of the text of the hymns chanted. When the melody is in several
vocal parts, it tends to suppress the meaning. In addition, it introduces a
secular quality into the chant, an element of ostentation and lightness.
Traditional, one-part chant is, by contrast, characterized by humility and
solemnity, qualities which are the very essence of Orthodox spirituality
(ibid., 25-26, emphasis in original).

Thus, we see that the cantor, like his music, must reflect the simplicity, humility, and

reverence which is the very character of Orthodox Christian spiritual life.

Epilogue: Women as Readers and Cantors

Whether in the early Church there were women in the offices of lector or cantor is
(perhaps surprisingly) a subject of some debate. From the point of view of the Orthodox
Church as it is today, in which even the fairly well-known office of deaconess has largely
fallen into disuse, the minor clergy are associated so closely with the major clergy that
one might assume that women were never to be seen serving in the office of reader or
cantor, especially after they came to be understood as set apart offices rather than simply
a ministry by literate laymen.

Apparently the Arabic version of the Canons of the Apostles indicates that lectoral
duties could be performed by women:

In this work, we find the enumeration of deaconesses, subdeaconesses and



lectresses. One and the same person very often performed the offices of

both cantor and lector, as was quite natural in the smaller churches. It is

thus entirely plausible that the lectresses were also cantors (Quasten, 80-

81).

Quasten also notes, however, that “the singing of women in church did not enjoy the
same good favor everywhere. The protests that forbade it became increasingly louder
until such singing ceased completely” (ibid., 81). Patristic literature is replete with the
prohibition against women singing in church, largely, as Quasten points out, due to the
association of women singing with pagan worship and immorality.

Those looking to the ancient record for direct comment on whether women should
be allowed to sing in church today or even to be regarded as readers or cantors will
probably be frustrated if a thorough examination is made. Certainly, one can find many
direct prohibitions on women participating in such roles, but there are also plenty of
witnesses to their participation being considered normal. Aside even from that variety,
the cultural context in which participation or the forbidding thereof no longer exists in
our world. That is, a woman singing is not usually assumed in the modern world to be a
prostitute or pagan priestess.

The question goes much deeper, however, than the relatively surface issue of
whether to permit women to serve in these roles. Even the debate over whether to
tonsure them is fairly meaningless in the light of the traditional understanding of
Orthodox spirituality—that is, it is practical and existential rather than legal and
formalist. (If they are going to serve in these public roles, what existential difference

does it make whether they are tonsured?)

The depth of the question is regarding the nature of the minor orders. Can we
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hearken back to the ancient days of the Church and “deformalize” the minor orders,
regarding them essentially as practical offices which serve a functional purpose? After
all, they are not orders instituted directly by Christ or His Apostles, and they certainly
have changed over the years, their duties even being permitted in some places to be
performed by catechumens! A further complication in the Church today is that the order
of cantor is regarded by some as an “official” minor order, while in more chorally focused
traditions, only two minor orders are recognized, subdeacon and reader. Even then, there
are “blessed subdeacons” as distinct from “ordained subdeacons,” with the accompanying
debate as to whether they should be allowed to marry. The other path that may be taken
is to associate the minor orders more closely with the major clergy, which would certainly
thus bar women from their inclusion but may also serve to foster clericalism in the
Church.

In any event, the historical and present reality is that, while all Orthodox
Christians agree on what it means to be a bishop, priest, or deacon, the minor orders are
and historically have been much more fluid in their function, understanding, and even
vesting, especially regarding the orders associated with Church music. Perhaps this
question may be raised at the long-awaited great synod of the Orthodox churches, and the
issue of what and who exactly constitutes a reader or cantor could be either universally
decreed or left to the particular tradition of each church. May God grant our hierarchs

wisdom!
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