Emotional Preaching: Ekphrasisin the Kontakia of Romanos

Romanos the Melodist was a sixth century hymn-wated a deacon in the church of
the Theotokos in the Kyros district of Constantileop/ery little is known about his
life with any certainty, but he was probably of &gr origin and born in Emesa
(modern Hims, in Western Syria). It is likely thHa¢ was trained in Greek rhetoric in
Berytus (modern Beirut), before moving to Constasple some time in the reign of
Anastasiug. During his time in the capital he wrote long hymagwhich fifty-nine
genuine ones remafrand which were later callddntakia® They were sung in place
of a spoken prose sermon, although their liturgsedting is still a matter for debdte.
The hymns are far from classical in form. Romanoesdnot, for example, imitate
classical models and write in Atticising Greek ame of his contemporaries did. Nor
does he employ classical poetic metres. Kbptakia consist of strophes of equal
length, and each strophe ends with a refrain pigbaing by the congregation. The
first letters of all the strophes make up an aaostsually it is something like THE
HYMN OF THE HUMBLE ROMANOS {[TOY TATIEINOY PWMANOY O
YMNOZ).> For these, among other reasons, many scholars gsited a Semitic
origin for the kontakion and it certainly seems plausible that Syriac yoet the
fourth and fifth centuries had an influence on Roo® compositiong. Yet the
kontakiaalso show evidence of Romanos’ Greek rhetoricatation, as well as hints

of fourth- and fifth-century Greek homiletics.

Although Romanos wrote poetry rather than prosenses, and wrote no formal
theological tract, he should be read as a theatodialo not claim that he was a
Gregory of Nyssa or a John Chrysostom, but | artheg he was nevertheless
concerned to teach what he considered to be ormhtueology to his flock. For
Romanos there is no split between poetry and thgolblis rhetoric is not mere
ornament. Rather, Romanos constructed his p&etitakiaso as to articulate to the

congregation his theological convictions, and lestpy embodies his theology. One

! See the Synaxarium of Sirmond in Grosdidier deaWisi(1977), 162.

2 According to the Oxford editors: Romanos (1963).

® Rosenqvist (2007), 24-25.

* On the liturgical setting of theontakion see Frank (2006), 59-78, Grosdidier de Maton8@19

1981), Krueger (2005), 298, Lingas (1995).

® All translations from Romanos are mine.

® There is a fair amount of literature on this debd@ihe best of it suggests that Romanos partiaifiate
both cultures, drawing influence from Syriac aslwslGreek poetry and homiletics. See, for example,
Brock (1994), Brock (1985), Cameron (1991), de élatl (1978).
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of these theological concepts, the idea of a neatmmn, will be particularly important

for this paper, and so a short explanation of wthatans might be helpful.

Romanos’kontakiatell a traditional narrative of Christian histos a result of the
Fall, sin and death were brought upon humanity. Gad compassion upon his
creation and became human in order to redeem hur@misbecoming human was a
world-changing event. Nothing like it had ever hapgd before and it is beyond
human capacity truly to understand or explain. A¢ fpoint of the incarnation,
Romanos believed that a new creation was institufbds new creation meant many
things. It meant a change in the nature of timeis€isummed up all previous events
and time in himself. Time was no longer concepsaalias linear. One way in which
Romanos expresses this new conception of time ohgtructing dialogues between
characters who could never have met chronologiéallyis new creation is not quite
paradise; after all, humans still sin and die. Bug a changed reality, and Romanos
believed that Christians were called to participaté. Baptism was of course part of
this participation, and participation in Christdabgh the Eucharist was another central
way that Christians took part in the new realityotigh the liturgy. Romanos also uses
the refrain of his hymns to make the audience pathe Gospel stories, drawing
together the ideas of the conflation of time andipi@ation in the earthly life of
Christ. You can see from this short explanation ti@ogue, for example, is a device
Romanos uses to communicate certain ideas aboutreation, and in fact to make
the congregation participate in the new creatioraldyue is not the only device
Romanos uses to encourage participation. The déwiggh to focus on in this paper
is ekphrasis

Rhetorical handbooks from the first to the fourtimtmiries (and still in use in the sixth
century) describeékphrasisthus:"Exppaocis ¢oti Adyos mepinynuaTikds U Syw
&dycov tvapydds T dnhovpevov. (‘Ekphrasisis a descriptive speech which brings
visibly before the eyes the thing describéddlthough we often think oékphrasisas
describing artworks, ancient rhetorical theorisadl ln mind a much more expansive

range of subjects: people, places, events, seaanmsals and plants, paintings and

” In On the Nativity 1) for example, Romanos includes a dialogue betviésny and Adam and Eve.
& AphthoniosProgymnasmat@.36 lines 22-23: Rabe (1926). See also JameSvad (1991), 4,
Zanker (1981), 297.



statues were all potential subjects éphrasis’ Artworks are by no means the most
important of these subjects.In his chapter orekphrasisin his Progymnasmata

Nicolaus the Sophist says,

ekppalopev d¢ TémoUs, xpdvous, TPSCWTA, TAVIYUPELS, TPAYHUATA.
TéTOUS Wév, olov Aetpddvas, Aipévas, Aluvas kai doa Tolaltar xpdvous
5¢, olov €ap, Bépos. mpdowma B¢, oiov iepéas, Oepoitas kai TX
TolaUTa: mavnyupels 8¢, cos MTavadrvaia, Alovioia kai T& év auTtois
Spwopeva: kai SAcos TPds MOAA& TG TMPOYUUVAOHATI TOUTw
xpnooueba. diagépel B¢ kai kaT' ékelvo Tis dinyToews, 8Tl 1} HEv T&
kaBdlou, 1) 8¢ T& katd pépos eetdler olov dinyroews pév éoTL TO
giTrelv: émoAéunoav Abnvaiol kai TTelomovvrioior ekppdoews B¢, 8T
TolGde Kal Tolade EKATEPOl TAPAOCKEUR EXPHOAVTO Kol TOdE T
TP Tijs OTAioEs.

We composeskphraseisof places, times, persons, festivals, things done:
of places, for example, meadows, harbours, poatssach like; of times,
for example, spring, summer; of persons, for examptiests, Thersites,
and people like that; of festivals, like the Paeathta, the Dionysia, and
things done at them; and, all in all, we use thisggmnasma for many
things. It differs from narration in that the lattexamines things as a
whole, the former in part; for example, it belortgsa narration to say
“The Athenians and the Peloponnesians fought @ aad toekphrasisto
say that each side made this and that preparatidrused this manner of

arms:!
Only at this point do artworks come into the mix:

Ael 8¢, fvika &v ekppdlwuev kai pdAioTa aydAuata Tuxodv 1 eikdvas
1) &l Tt &AAo ToloUTov, Telpdchal Aoyiopovus TTpooTiBéval ToU ToloUde

T} ToloUde Tap& ToU ypagéws 1) TA&oTou oxXiuaTos

® Webb has a table of the different categories ghsethe four main progymnasmata texts: Webb
(2009), 56.

91t is interesting that the Shield of Achilles, whiis held up as the great example oékphrasisof a
work of art, is not considered as such by Th&nogymnasmatd). He places it in the category of
objects, which focuses on how the objects were maee 1bid.70.

" Progymnasmatd 1. Translation adapted from Kennedy (2003), 168-1



Whenever we composskphraseisand especially descriptions of statues
or pictures or anything of that sort, we shouldttryadd an account of this

or that impression made by the painter or by theldesl form™?

A very wide range ofekphraseishave survived from the ancient world and late
antiquity. Short lines describing people (dli;ad 2.2.17-8) in Homer arekphraseis
The fifth-century (BC) orator Demosthenes us&phrasisto create a picture of a
land devastated by war {Dn the False Embasg$9.65). Thucydides’ description of
the night battle (7.43-4) is defined as a mi@kphrasis since it combines an
ekphrasisof time (night) with arekphrasisof action (battle}® Theon takes examples
from Herodotus for his students, pointing to ékphraseiof various animals in book
2 of hisHistories™ Achilles Tatius’ description of Alexandria, whiafescribes not
only parts of the city but also his own reactiortite sights, is a fine example of a city
ekphrasis'®

The quality which setekphrasisapart from other narrative descriptioneisargeia
or ‘vividness’. An ekphrastic description must beid. It must be so vivid that the
audience is able to ‘see’ the thing described @irtmind’s eye'® In short, as Nicolaus

arguesgkphrasisshould attempt to turn listeners into spectatbrs.

One of the reasons for this focus on vividnesssglt is that in late antiquity vision
was considered to be the most important and thet mathful sensé® An active
concept of vision dominated late-antique thoughdllofving certain classical
conceptions: one in which optical rays come outnftbe eyes, touch the object being
looked at, and take back the essence of the objetiie eyed® This idea, called
extramission, was the belief of the Pythagoreans Euclid”® among many others,
and became important for Christians, as we will seartly. Even when extramission

is not the theory of choice, sight is still conaegised as a type of touch. Lucretius

2 Adapted from Kennedy's translation: Ibid.167.

3 Webb (2009), 62.

4 TheonProgymnasmatd. See Kennedy (2003), 45.

55.1.1-5, quoted in: Haas (1997), 30.

5 Webb (1999), 12.

" NicolausProgymnasmatan Kennedy (2003), 166. See also Macrides andddkp (1988), 49.
Nicolaus was not the only person to s&phrasisn this way. Plutarch had a similar theoldralia,
346F-347A). Compare Dionysius of HalicarnasBesLysia7 and Aphthoniu®rogymnasmata.36
line 22. See also Webb (2007), 16.

18 James (2003), 228.

¥ Nelson (2000), 152. See also James (2004), 528.

20 Bartsch (2006), 62.



argued that sight and touch were connected be@ausbject handled in the dark will
be recognised as the same object when seen irigtite(DRN. 4.230)** This idea
continues to be important in Christian late antigueorgia Frank quotes a suppliant
to the monk Paphnutius as saying: “[May] the mam wehsetting out to your piety be
found worthy to embrace [Paphnutius] also with][Nisry eyes.?? Unlike hearing or
smell, sight was able to translate the object ghtsdirectly to the person seeing,
without interference or contamination of some édit.was the onlypure sense. For
Christians, sight was a link to God. Pilgrims fledkto see ascetic monks, in the hope
that by seeing the holy man, who had a special edion to God, they would see
God?* Likewise, by seeing the place of Christ’s crudiix or burial, the pilgrim
believed he participated in the event, that heytwitnessed Christ’'s deatkkphrasis
achieves the same thing, without the need for tlggipage. For Christian writers,
this device became a way to enable their listetersee’ God, to witness certain

biblical events, and to participate, through sighthe life of Christ.

It is this ability ofekphrasisto make listeners see which connects it to thetiems
Ekphrasiscreates images in the minds of listeners, and é@&magn be used to work on
emotions. Longinus, in his treati€: the Sublimeargues that poets and orators both
use images to elicit certain emotional responsas ftheir audiences, although they
differ in their reasons for doing §5Procopius, roughly contemporary with Romanos,
in his ekphrasison Hagia Sophia, stirs up wonder and amazemehisiaudience as
he creates an image of the church as heaven. Anotdmemporaryekphrasison
Hagia Sophia, that of Paul the Silentiary, drawsmemory to create emotiéi.He
takes his readers on a walk through the churclerid@sg what one sees at different
points. His readers are encouraged to remembesidjits in the great church, and
what they felt when they first saw them. Both c@atf new images and plays on

remembered images are usee@kphrasigo call forth different emotions.

So, how does all this work in Romanos’ hymns? la kbntakionentitled On the

Massacre of the InnocentRomanos useskphrasisto describe Herod'’s slaughter of

2 Lucretius did not believe in extramission. Seel H9-60. Plato’s concept of vision is more complex,
but involves light flowing from the eyes to the etfj, as well as light in the object and in the
surrounding air. The eyes still have an active tolplay. Se@imaeusA5ff. See also Betz (1979), 53.
22 Quoted in Frank (2000), 14.

% Nelson (2000), 154.

24 Frank (2000), 86.

%5 0n the Sublim&V. See also Webb (1997), 117-118.

% James (2003), 61-62.



the children in graphic detdil. The ekphrasidasts for several strophes, so | will only

guote a few sections:

NepéAns potewrs ¢paTTAcouévns
kata Tis loudaias  kai okialovorns,
YVOPOV OKOTEIOTATOV 6 ‘Hpodns elorjveyke
Kai EoKOTIoEY ATTAVTAS
™ iAapav y&p puow Tév Taidwv kai yeAdoav
Belkviel Tapaxpijua kAaiouoav TKPGS:
TNV PO HIKPOU T EUPPAIVOUEVTIV T TOKW

TMs Tavaxpavtou  &yvijs Mapiag

kal &pTi pdAAov o8upopévny:
s &vbos yap aubnuepov ETTL TNV YTV KA TEMITITE,
Kal Tas OpdV BUPETO kai i) PaxnA éurjvue:

«Aelpo kAatoov, PaxmA, kai ouvBprivnoov Muiv
néAos dduvnpdv:
(3.6°. 1-11)8
With a shining cloud spreading over
the Jews and overshadowing them,
Herod brought in the darkest gloom and made alldnity dark.
For the cheerful and laughing nature of children
straightaway he rendered bitter weeping.
Those which shortly before had rejoiced in thecthil
of the all-undefiled, holy Mary
now are altogether lamenting.
For as a flower which on the same day [it openg tiown to the earth,
and everyone who sees it laments, [everyone] ti&achel,
“Come, weep, Rachel, and mourn together with dsilmmenting
song...”

" For a detailed analysis of tre&phrasissee Barkhuizen (2007), 36ff. On torture as aruséd topic
for ekphrasissee Maguire (1981), 99.

28 Al quotes from Romanos are taken from the Oxfedition: Romanos (1963). They are also
formatted as in this edition.



And then later:

Maxaipais dvnAecds amoktavbévta,

@S €V OXTUATL POVOU,  GUEUTITA PBPEPn

TG HEV EKEVTTIONOOY  &TPETTEdS Kai atéyulav,

T& 8¢ dieuepiobnoav:

EAAa kdpas eTuRBn  ToUs pacBous TEV unNTépwv

kaBéAkovta kai ydAa momildueva,
©os £k ToUTOU AotTrdv  €v Tols paobois kpepaobijvat

TG TV VNIV CEMTG Kpavia,

kal Tas OnAas 8¢ kaTaoxedfival
gvdov auT&V TolU otduaTos Tois ddoUot Tois Tpupepois. (3.18°. 1-9)
Those who were killed mercilessly with daggers,
as in the way of murder, were blameless children.
Some were stabbed indecently and died, and othenes eut up.
Others had their heads cut off at the breastsedf thothers
as [the infants] were tugging on them and drinkimitk.
As a result the revered skulls of the infants
hung on their breasts,
and their teats were held back

within the mouths of the infants, in their delic&teth.

There is a lot that could be said about #phrasis It conflates time, with the Old
Testament figure of Rachel watching these horrdfients along with Romanos’
contemporary audience. It thus joins the Old Testamvorld to post-incarnational
reality. It makes the congregation participate e tevent: they join Rachel in
mourning for the children. It also marks the boureta of the new creation by
emphasising the perfidy of the Jews (elsewheraigekphrasighe Jews are labelled
with all sorts of horrible names) and simultanepusseks to construct boundaries in
Romanos’ contemporary polity. The Jews are not part of the new creation as

Romanos conceptualises it.

But what | want to focus on here is the sheer esnati intensity which Romanos

achieves through the use ekphrasisand which demands that his congregation

2 see Barkhuizen (2007), 47.



participate in his narrative. The vividness withiethRomanos describes this event
enables him to bring the slaughter before the eydss congregation. (One scholar
has even labelled it bad tastéHe makes them feel pity for the children and featre
of Herod and the Jewish soldiers. This exampleslgghrasisshows the vividness

Romanos can create and the sorts of emotions headldorth from his audience.

Elsewhere, Romanos usesphrasisto draw attention to human sinfulnessQn the
Healing of the LepgerRomanos vividly describes the leprosy to hiehstrs (8¢'. 3 -
10):

TGOV Tabdov eoTt TV GAAwv  BuceldeoTépa tv avBpcoTrols,
@6 ETTL xOpTou Pookouévns  Tris oapkds UTT auThs
¢mTiBeton altn  TOls péAeot TaEOW,
chomep émbupotoa  Tapadeifal SAov
Sveldos TOV GvbpoTrov:
Tiis AcdPns yap Umdpxet  ouyyevns 1) dkdBapTos vdoos,
fv Téxvn laTtpeias  8Awds o BepaTrevel,
XploTods B¢ EkBICOKEL
6 pAGvbpeoTTOS.
[This disease] is uglier than the other diseasesgrhumans,
since it feeds on flesh as though it were fodder.
It attacks all the limbs
as if desiring to show the human as a total disgrac
for the unclean, congenital disease generatessitsri
which medical skill utterly fails,
but Christ banished it,

the lover of humanity.

The desperate state of the leper is emphasizedhdyexclusion from society that
comes with ugliness and deformity and the lack oy @otential cure. Leprosy
dehumanises in a horrific way. Thus vivid descadptimakes the congregation pity,
and identify with, the leper. Romanos encouragestlo see leprosy as symbolic of

general human destruction, of human sin and bra®snThis state can only be

% Grosdidier de Matons thinks the description waisteur « avec plus réalisme que de bon godt » :
Romanos (1965), 200.



brought to an end by Christ. No human doctors @t i. Christ brings human sin to

an end by his death and resurrection, just as ks the leprosy in the Gospel story.
By creating a sense of pity and even fear at thte stf this leper, Romanos uses
emotion to teach the congregation about their f@e@hrist’s redemption.

Human need is again the subject oe&phrasisn On the Passion of Chrisin which
Romanos plays on memory as well as new imagery.deseribes human thirst and
Christ’'s quenching of it (2Gn’. 1-7):

"WAeTo diyn 6 ynyevris, kavowvt KaTepAéxon

gv épriuw TAavnBels,  év avidpcoy,

kal idoacBatl v diyav  oux elpev 6 duoTnvos:
816 6 cwThp wou, T TNYN TGOV dyabdv, Lwiis vauata éBAuce

Pocov: «Aia Tris offs  TAeupds ediynoas,

Tie TR éufjs TAeupds  kai oU un Siyrjoeis eis TOV aidvar
BimAolv TauTns T peibpov:  Aovel kai oTilel

ToUs puTtwbévTas...
The earthly race was destroyed by thirst, consupydalirning heat
as they wandered in the desert, in waterless [Jand]
and the wretched [race] has not found a cure $ahitst.
For this reason my Saviour, the fount of good thjrgushed forth
[a stream of life,

saying, “You were thirsty because of your side.
Drink from my side and do not ever thirst.
This is a twofold stream. It washes those who atg d

[and quenches thirst...”

As we have seergkphrasisis a way in which Romanos makes his congregation
participate in the story. It is closely connectathwenargeiaandphantasia which are
designed to make the listener visualize the sitnadind react in a particular wayBy
employing these devices Romanos changes the catgnegrom passive listeners

into active participants in the events he vividgsdribes. They are no longer simply

31 Adam is thirsty because of Eve, who came fronshie (Genesis 2:21-23). See further below.
32 \Webb (1997), 112 and passim.
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listening to him tell them about the thirsting kslites, but they see the Israelites

before them and experience their thirst.

This thirst is emphasized in this passage by répetof the word thirst&iya) and

words related to waterm@yr, vauata), and by the (somewhat pleonastic)
juxtaposition ofév éprjucy and év avidpep. By conjuring up this image Romanos
makes his congregation feel the thirst of the Igesein the desert. At the very least

he brings them to feel pity.

This passage follows a reference to the Euchamg$trauman redemption through the
Eucharist {€'. 7): nuels 8¢ ToU owTiipos 1O aipa AaPdvtes elpouev Autpov (‘But
we, receiving the blood of our Saviour, have fouedemption’). This and the
references to Christ’s side in this passage (whedieems Eve, taken from Adam’s
side) immediately connect the quenching of thimsatibed in thisskphrasiswith
receiving the Eucharist. Romanos creates a piabfira spiritually and physically
thirsty humanity, which is redeemed and whose thiss quenched by Christ’s
crucifixion. References to thirsting in the desaido call to mind the water which
burst from a rock to quench the thirst of the IBte® in their journey through the
desert (Exodus 17:1-6). Yet this water did not ghelnuman thirst forever, nor did it
restore humanity to everlasting life. It is in tBacharist, which is both a symbol of

and a participation in Christ’s sacrifice on thess, that human thirst is quenched.

This reference to the Eucharist, which links Ronsaqmweaching with other rites of
the Church or parts of the liturgy, reminds thegregation of the most obvious way
in which they patrticipate in the life of Christrrttugh receiving the sacrament of his
body and blood. This reminder is central to Romar@xeavour to make his
congregation participate in the new creation whiehbelieves is present after the
Incarnation. Participation does not only take plasethe Eucharist, but these
references may keep the idea of participation énrttinds of listeners. They are also
appeals to the senses, encouraging the congregatiemember the taste of the bread
and wine® In this ekphrasisthe appeal is specifically to the feeling of thirsoth
physical and spiritual. The congregation is madpitture the Israelites in the desert

and not only to imagine but also to identify wilven feel, their thirst. Romanos uses

33 On the senses, see Frank (2005), 163-179, HaP@9g}.
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the ekphrasisto prepare his congregation to receive the saarsnenaking them

thirst for the ‘stream of life’.

Ekphrasisis a useful tool in the mouth of a skillful preaclike Romanos. Its links to
image-creation and the sense of sight give it@ngticonnection to the emotions. By
creating certain images in the minds of listenbysmaking them witness particular
events, Romanos is able to call forth emotions ftbem and to use these emotions to
guide and to teach. Human sinfulness and need dfsGedemption are emphasised
through emotionaékphraseisEmotional involvement in the images Romanos eeat
makes the congregation participate in Gospel staie recall their participation in
the Eucharist. By these means Romanos makes higegation part of the new

creation which Christ inaugurated at the incarmatio

Sarah Gador-Whyte

The University of Melbourne
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