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A c h i l l e u s  G.  C h a l d a e a k e s

The figures of composer and chanter in 

Greek Psaltic Art

The theme of the present paper is the composer and chanter in Greek (as well as 
in every other language’s) Psaltic Art. Nowadays, we all – obviously – under-
stand what a composer and a chanter means: the composer is the one who 
has the “creative state” and therefore the “capability to construct a chant, by 
inventing and writing new chants that are pleasing to his audience”, whereas 
the chanter is just the one who is called to “recite this chant”, to sing, to per-
form “various long known psalmodies”. Precisely what results from Chrysan-
thos’ relevant writings in his Great Theory of Music [Chrysanthos, Great Theory of 
Music, p. 165, § 389]:  

Chant-making is the power to construct chant. We construct chant, not just by 
chanting various long-known psalmodies, but also by inventing and writing our 
new chants, pleasing to listeners. Chant-making, therefore, differs from chant-
singing because the latter is the recitation of a chant, while chant-making is a 
creative state. 

We realize nevertheless that many more latent skills are needed in both cases, 
skills which may be misunderstood or unknown to people nowadays: a real 
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chanter should also be characterized by other special talents, just as a real com-
poser should have a full knowledge of, and constantly follow, some specific 
rules. Nowadays, all these have been weakened; the criteria have been relaxed 
for a very long time  It is common, today, to characterize someone as a compos-
er or chanter without much thought. At all events, we need to be much more 
careful and (even) more cautious in both cases. Let us recall, at this point, how 
these two figures that concern us (the chanter and the composer) are described 
in Greek musical sources.

By the 15th century, the monk Gabriel had already thought that it was 
advisable to “picture the perfect chanter” [Gabriel, pp. 100-103696-726]. He estab-
lished, therefore, six criteria, which “should be met by any chanter who does 
not want to contradict his reputation” [Gabriel, pp. 88-89585-586]. Three of them 
are connected with the use of notation:

A knowledge of the musical notation’s “dictation”
An ability to write music without the use of any reference book
An immediate (and flawless) transcription of any music heard

Whereas only two of them refer to the chanter’s vocal capabilities:
tonally correct vocal placement
euphony

Moreover, it is remarkable that the ability to
compose new melodies

is included among the talents of a chanter.
Manuel Chrysaphes [Chrysaphes, pp. 46-47176-196], agrees with Gabriel’s 

observations; during the same period, he mentioned six respective “catego-during the same period, he mentioned six respective “catego- he mentioned six respective “catego- mentioned six respective “catego-
ries”,

which are not known to all but which ought to be known by all, especially to 
those who lay claim to this science. First, therefore, there is the ability to compose 
appropriate and fitting theseis following the rules of the art. Secondly, the ability 
not to follow slavishly and copy from the book, but to write with certainty with-
out the book and as required by the art, whenever a composition is requested. 
Thirdly, the ability to sing at sight every kind of lesson, old and new, flawlessly, 
at any time and on every occasion, without previous study or thought. Fourthly, 
the ability to write and to chant exactly the melody that another singer performs. 
Fifthly, the ability to compose all kinds of original pieces either on one’s own 
initiative or from an outside commission both with and without preparation. 
Sixthly comes the judgment of the compositions, which is partly the ability to 
judge what is good and accurate in the work and what is not, and partly the abil-
ity to recognize someone’s work simply by hearing it. This is indeed the greatest 
achievement of all in the art.

And indeed, one particular question arises at this point: who exactly is Manuel 
Chrysaphes describing? The chanter or the composer? He proceeds [Chrysa-Chrysa-
phes, pp. 48-49197-212], by saying:

The man who is scientifically skilled and capable of using these above-mentioned 
six categories as the art requires, is now a perfect teacher: let him compose and 
write and teach and make judgments, let him discourse on his own and others’ 
works, especially the latter. For he will create his own compositions following 
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the art while others will pass judgments on them, since partiality prevents an un-
biased judgment and he is inevitably partial to his own works regardless of their 
true quality. If he does not possess knowledge of these categories and is unable 
to use them, then he should be silent, because it is better and surer than not being 
silent. Or, if he does not wish to be silent – and this is entirely his own decision 
– he should not try to criticize the work of other composers, knowing that he will 
not be able to persuade even a fool such as himself to take on his attitudes will-
ingly and to think as he himself thinks.

So, I can now approach my theme anew: The composer and chanter in Greek (as 
well as in every other language’s) Psaltic Art. Are their roles distinct? Are they 
two different figures or do they meet (in some aspects of their activities) and 
interact? I wonder if the composer needs the chanter or the chanter needs the com-
poser. I put this question forward at this point (in the form of a well-known 
piece of Greek folk wisdom) not as a spark of general philosophic speculation 
but as an opportunity  for a more specific examination of the figures that are 
being discussed in the present paper. 

At least, from what Manuel Chrysaphes writes, it is obvious that both 
figures (the chanter and the composer) start – at some point – to become inter-
woven and “transform” into their ideal version, to another form: to the perfect 
teacher of the Psaltic Art, who combines the role of chanter, composer, teacher, 
writer and also a critic of the work of others; in other words, he must corre-
spond to today’s ideal musicologist, who has the ability to philosophize about 
art, beyond the theoretical and practical knowledge of chanting, by formu-
lating judgments about specific chants or by judging the phenomenon of the 
creation of music in general. 

This opinion is substantiated by subsequent relevant sources, such as, 
for example, Chrysanthos’ Great Theory of Music; here, Chrysanthos, tries to 
give an outline of the composer’s makeup, by providing three steps, through 
which this “evolution” of the two figures (chanter and composer) evolves to 
a common property: that of the musicologist (as described above by Manuel 
Chrysaphes), is clearly obvious. Chrysanthos writes in his Great Theory of Mu-
sic [Chrysanthos, Great Theory of Music, pp. 172-173, §§ 409-411)]: 

Familiarity with the modes teaches our contemporaries to compose empirically, 
artistically and scientifically. The ones that compose empirically do not know 
the musical neumes or anything else amongst what is taught artistically or scien-
tifically in music. Through much exercise and long practice in chanting, though, 
they obtain the facility and skill to compose troparia in any of the eight modes 
suggested. A chanter chants empirically a troparion in the first mode, for exam-
ple, and he is in no doubt that he is indeed chanting in the first mode, nor do the 
listeners think otherwise, even if they are scientifically trained musicians. Nev-
ertheless, they compose imperfectly because they do not write the chant with 
musical neumes and are unable, whenever needed, to perform it always identi-
cally.
The ones that compose artistically know the musical neumes and keep in their 
imagination, as far as their sense can judge, what they have been orally taught. 
When they have a natural aptitude for music, and if they do much exercise and 
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training, they gain the ability to write with musical neumes whatever chant they 
hear or imagine and to chant it always in axactly the same way, because they do 
chant artistically.
The ones who compose scientifically know the musical neumes and keep in 
their imagination, as far as their intellect can judge, what they have been orally 
taught. They know the causes of and reasons for the musical outcome. When 
their nature has an aptitude for music and they consistently train and exercise 
themselves, they obtain the power to invent chants that can move the soul of the 
listener to whatever state they wish. They create imposing melodies and use the 
neumes appropriately. Besides, being men of the highest rank and philosophers, 
they compose their own verses, choosing words that suit their aim. Thus, with 
three powerful means, melody, rhythm and text, they accomplish every aim.

Whatever Chrysanthos comments on subsequently confirms this desirable 
“transformation”. Empirical chanters do not differ from the very well-known 
category of practical chanters1, who, evidently, combine (even in their own 
particular way) the properties of the composer and chanter, as through their 
chanting they create different melodies each time. Those are the ones whom 
Chrysanthos [Chrysanthos, Great Theory of Music, p. 173, § 412] advises:

to imitate as closely as possible the ones that compose artistically or scientifically. 
If they wish any of their chants to be preserved, they should dictate them to some 
artisan musician to write the chant he considers worthy2.

1 Perhaps the best description of the character and moral qualities of such a 
chanter is the one provided by Alexandros Papadiamantis, in his well-known story 
At the Christ at the Castle [Papadiamantis, Oeuvre 2, p. 295], referring to a chanter 
named Alexandris:
The good old man belonged to that inimitable type of chanters whose kind unfortunately 
no longer exists. Indeed he chanted badly, but with devotion and feeling. Hardly ever did 
he chant correctly a single colon, either musically or grammatically. He would frequently 
blend one and a half colons into a single one, or divide two and a half of them in four. Nev-
ertheless, ignorance is better than pretentious wisdom…
2 Cf. Chrysanthos, Great Theory of Music, p. 180, §§ 429-431: 
When some empirical chanter sings a meldy in order that an artisan musician write it down 
in musical neumes, the empirical chanter should repeat the same melody two or three times 
and the artisan should listen carefully to find, first, the echos of the melody and second, its 
tempo. The echos is found from its four components. The tempo is found from those among 
the syllables of the chant that use short chronoi; because it is easier to determine the long 
chronoi, based on the short, than the short, based on the long.
The empiric chanter repeats a fragment of the melody once or twice, until the artisan under-
stands it, notates it and puts in the martyria. Then, the empiric chanter performs another 
fragment of the melody and then some more, until the artisan writes the entire melody in 
sections. Next, the empiric chanter sings the entire melody and the artisan revises what he 
has notated and corrects the errors.
Finally, what has been notated is tested by the artisan musician, who sings the parallage; 
because, if there is an error of one tone lower or higher, it is found with the parallage. An 
even better and more reliable test can be made with an instrument, since one could thereby 
even find errors of a semitone or a quarter-tone.   
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Only by learning the rules of the art can they pass through the stages and reach 
the musical scientist’s perfection (just like the artisan chanter-composers). 
More specifically, we can detect some useful rules of the psaltic melopoeia in 
Chrysanthos’ advice3, which he addresses to the artisan composers in order to 
resemble the scientists, in addition to his exact description of a music scientist. 
Thus, this ideal composer should be characterized by the following skills:

Mimetic disposition [Chrysanthos, Great Theory of Music,             
p. 173, § 413]:

Our advice to those who compose artistically is, as regards the composition of a 
prosomoion, to use the chant exactly as preserved by Peter or some other teacher 
or, at least, to not deviate from the melody and the rhythm with which the teach-
ers before him rendered the original prosomoion.

3 Cf. Chrysanthos, Great Theory of Music, pp. 176-178, §§ 419-423: 
The chants are enriched with restatement, repetition, literal imitation, alteration and res-
titution. Restatement is making the ascent or the descent of a melody with the same thesis. 
Peter, for example, at the beginning of the koinonikon  , 
ascends from the ne to the di with restatement [see EXAMPLE 1]. In the 

, in the echos         , he twice uses the restatement on , and on 
, he uses the first restatement twice, and the two following, many times [see 

EXAMPLE 2]. 
Repetition is applying twice a thesis or an entire melodic period on the same notes. This is 
very usual in the old mathemata and kratemata. Repetition was also used by the protop-
saltes John at the beginning of the kratema preceding his doxastikon of the polyeleos in the 
echos     [see EXAMPLE 3].
Literal imitation is to compose a high pitch melody for the meaning that suggest high – such 
as heaven, mountain –, a low pitch melody for those that suggest something low –  such as 
earth, abyss, hell –, a joyful sound for the meanings that suggest joy – such as  paradise, 
victory –, and a morose sound for the meanings that suggest sadness – such as death, con-
demnation –, etc.
Alteration is the transposition of something similar to a dissimilar place. It may be catego-
rized in four ways; of the genus, of the echos, of the system, and of chant-making. We alter 
the genus when from the diatonic we go to the chromatic or the enharmonic or vice-versa. 
We alter the echos when from one echos we go to another. We alter the system when from 
the diapason we go to the pentachord or the tetrachord and vice-versa. We alter chant-mak-
ing when from the diastolic ethos we go to the systaltic or the hesychastic and vice-versa. 
Restitution is composing for all the endings of the text’s periods one cadence only, the melody 
of which should be no longer than two or three four-beat measures in the new sticherarion, 
and several metres long in the papadike. Examples are found in the    

 (at  ,   and    ) [see EXAMPLE 
4] and in the cheroubicon of Peter the Peloponnesian, where he composed , 

 and  with the thesis   [see EXAMPLE 5]. 
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Knowledge of the rules of the language rules in which he 
composes [Chrysanthos, Great Theory of Music, pp. 173-174, § 414]:

If it is an idiomelon, he should take care primarily with the modes’ ethos. After 
writing down the martyria, he ought to start the melody with the principal notes. 
Whenever he comes across a comma in the words of the text, he should make in 
his melody too an imperfect cadence in the mode. Whenever he comes across a 
semicolon, he ought to make a perfect cadence of the mode. Whenever he come 
across a full-stop in the middle of the text, if this is the end of a large period fol-
lowed by another large period, he should make a perfect cadence, but if it is the 
end of a short clause or a regular clause followed by the same, he should make 
an imperfect cadence. He can only make a final cadence when the text finishes 
and there follows an intervention by the priest4.

Persistence in essence and not in impression [Chrysanthos, 
Great Theory of Music, p. 174, § 415]:

The artisan chant-maker can also make use in his chant of a phthora, depending 
on the meaning of the text. He should do this rarely, however, imitating Peter the 
Peloponnesian, who made many troparia without a single phthora. For frequent 
phthorae are evidence of some weakness in the chant-maker, as he is not able to 
find sufficient material in one mode and finds refuge in many modes. When he is 
to tie and untie the phthora, he should look for what is pleasing in the listeners’ 
judgment and in agreement with the melodic alteration. All this should also be 
observed when one is asked to compose any other species of psalmody associ-
ated with the chant of the new sticherarion.  

Avoidance of innovations [Chrysanthos, Great Theory of Music, 
p. 175, § 416]: 

In brief, this is the way an artistic musician ought to compose the chants for the 
new sticherarion. Now we ask, how should he compose chants for the old sticher-
arion? Nowadays, it is very seldom required to compose on the old sticherarion, 
because there exist stichera, doxastika and the rest, composed by ancient musi-
cians, to be used by anyone. Nevertheless, if one of the chant-makers wishes to 
compose such a chant, we advise him to undertake a great deal of exercise and 
training and study the old sticherarion thoroughly and then, drawing upon it, 
to adapt the old chants to the words of his text. Because up to now no foreign 
chants have ever been introduced in the old sticherarion and he need not set such 
a precedent. When he borrows the chants and interprets them in our method, 
he should take them in their entirety, not truncated, and observe by comparing 

4 Cfr. Chrysanthos, Great Theory of Music, p. 178, § 424: 
Since in the text of the cheroubika and the koinonika there is no final or mid full-stop, but 
only commas, the perfect cadences occur on the commas, the imperfect on the ends of the 
words, and the final at the end of the Alleluia. As an example, see the cheroubikon by Peter 
mentioned. When, however, the melismas of the cheroubika are very extended, it is permit-
ted to have perfect cadences even where there is no comma. The same holds for the koinoni-
kon when it has many words, such as “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood dwells 
continually in me and I dwell in him, said the Lord”. When, on the other hand, the koinoni-
kon has three words, then, on each word occurs a perfect cadence. It should be known that 
the perfect and final cadences are done as determined for every echos, but the imperfect are 
done at the chant-maker’s will. 
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them to the way the neumes mentioned and the hypostaseis were used in old 
times. If at the beginning, we did not adopt all the neumes and hypostaseis with 
their old values, it was because we wanted to keep only what is elementary. But 
the chant-maker who wishes to work with all of them is advised to give them 
much attention and, by comparing them, to penetrate deeply into the manner in 
which they were used by our fathers and understand them well. Then, having 
discovered their interpretation, he might use them, depending on the require-
ments. Only thus might one ever dare to hope that one is composing a melody 
with the ecclesiastical theseis transmitted by our fathers. 

Seeking for, understanding and application of the rules of 
melopoeia [Chrysanthos, Great Theory of Music, pp. 175-176, § 417]: 

Compositions on the papadika chants are in great demand today, especially, the 
cheroubika and koinonika. The chant-maker ought to know that after the mar-
tyria of the mode, the starts a rhythmless melody that appears as a prelude. It 
indicates the direction of the mode in ascent and descent. Next comes a perfect 
cadence on the ison of the mode. This kind of melody is called parakletike, be-
cause in old times it was expressed with the parakletike, which originally was 
written  [see EXAMPLE 6].

Evidence of certain personal elements giv-
ing a fresh and innovative contribution to given melopoeia, is indispens-
able [Chrysanthos, Great Theory of Music, p. 176, § 418]:

The chant-maker draws most of his material from melodies of similar works 
left by the old musicians. Frequent reading and study, by comparing the old 
works, is most helpful. For when one comes to master the interpretation of a 
large number of neumes and hypostaseis, and acquires the ability to adapt them 
on various notes, one may use them repeatedly without being accused of plagia-
rism. Daniel, in one koinonikon in the first plagal mode, used the kratemohypor-

The exegeses, pp. 58, 113]. Peter, 
in the koinonikon , used the pelaston six times [see EXAMPLE 

The exegeses, pp. 55, 113, 122-127]. The newly notated piece should 
be – or at least seem to be – an invention of the chant-maker. For it is not enough 
to draw chants from others and use them excessively, but the chant-maker too 
should have some recently invented material, either his own or from others. He 
should, however, use this material in a different way, so that the newly notated 
piece will be something distinct. And indeed, various new melodies and scales 
do appear at times. If he has nothing original to say, he need not attempt to make 
a new chant, but use the existing chants. 
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It is useful, at any rate, to juxtapose the aforementioned talents of the man 
that Chrysanthos describes as the model of the perfect chanter-composer, with 
respective modern perceptions; thus, great conclusions should be drawn di-
rectly. Yet I am afraid that not only do we hesitate but we also systematically 
avoid such an attempt. Personally, what particularly impresses me is the fact 
that Chrysanthos ends his Great Theory of Music by re-iterating (concisely) ex-
actly the same talents [Chrysanthos, Great Theory of Music, pp. 255-257, §§ 82-
84]; and it seems as though he is giving his last and most important piece of 
advice: 

Whence, in order that a chanter be beloved and not despised by the audience, he 
should be beautiful. In chanting, beauty consists of: 
I. Euphony […] Euphony is not only sweetness of the voice (which is desired by 
everybody but given by nature to very few) but also the ability to utter the notes 
correctly, obeying the tones as defined. 
II. In addition, it consists of the mimetic disposition of the chanter that might 
either be natural or acquired through education. For the chanter is often obliged 
by certain melodies common in a particular place or, rather, by the customs of 
its inhabitants (since every place has its own habits as regards pronunciation in 
chanting and speech) to pronounce the words of the verses as well as their melo-
dies. If he is able to imitate them, he is successful; if not, he achieves nothing.
III.  These being granted, it consists also of the chanter’s adequate education in 
his own language (because it is certainly not possible that every musician be a 
philosopher too), in order to understand the meaning of what he chants. For a 
chanter ought to chant joy merrily and sorrow grievously. He ought to ascend 
wherever height is understood and descend wherever depth is understood and 
realize the melodies, following the meaning strictly. 
Whoever is such a person and wishes to be taught music, should not be too young 
or too old. He should, that is, be neither below the age of thirteen nor an old man. 
He has to be instructed in vocal or instrumental music during one, two, or at the 
most, three years […] 
When taught music, he should take care with the following four things:
I. To pay much attention to the teacher and learn the chant taught, in such a way 
that there will be no obvious difference in pronunciation. Because, in chanting 
more than anywhere else, vanity enslaves most people, not letting them judge 
correctly. One should have, therefore, judges who know the chant perfectly, in 
order to judge one’s correctness […] 
II. He should not want to innovate in the pronunciation, the writing or the reali-
zation of unfamiliar chants, embellishing or abridging them. Usually, the more 
ignorant people are in music, the more they have the insolence to correct unfa-
miliar chants. Since, however, it is permitted to anybody to compose whatever he 
wishes, is it reasonable that people modify and transform unfamiliar chants? 
III. He should try to make his own chants, imitating those of his teachers, and 
showing them to impartial judges. He should correct what is criticized with tol-
erance, without insisting obstinately on the errors ignored, which are frequently 
covered by arrogance disguised as correctness […] 
IV.   He should not become disgusted on first contact with unfamiliar chants, or 
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criticize them before studying them for a long time in detail. Only when he has 
learnt them well and mastered them perfectly can he criticize them property. 
Because, as Plutarch said, familiarity is everything in music and the quality of a 
new and unusual chant, therefore, cannot be known unless one is familiar with 
the chant. Besides, many chants that disgust the auditor in the morning please 
him in the evening.

The conclusion, therefore, is self-evident and easily applied nowadays; pro-
vided that we better follow the advice of those Greek mentors from a previous 
time and undertake Manuel Chrysaphes’ [Chrysaphes, pp. 46-47163-166] urging 
that:

We – if we do not wish to distort the truth and precision of our science – must 
act in this way, and no one will with justice reproach us for this action but rather 
will praise us. 
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