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Abstract

The aim of this research paper is to unravel some unknown sound features of the lan-
guage of the disciples of St. Cyril and St. Methodius by analyzing the rhythmic structure 
of four Old Bulgarian canons in 12-syllable verses. Each of the verses in these works fol-
lows one of the variants of the dodecasyllable used in the three Byzantine iambic canons 
by St. John of Damascus, which are briefly presented in the article. The restriction of the 
line to exactly 12 syllables makes it possible to clarify: a) whether the vocals ъ and ь (jers) 
in a weak position began to disappear as early as the 9th and the beginning of the 10th 
century; b) whether jers positioned before [j] were syllabic; and c) whether Old Bulgarian 
hymnographers used contracted endings of the adjectives. 

Keywords: hymnography, 12-syllable, verse, Old Bulgarian, phonetics, versification

The method of uncovering unknown sound features of extinct languages by 
analyzing the rhythmic structure of surviving poetic works in these languages is 
one of the well-known intersections between versification studies and linguistics. 
However, for the analysis of Old Bulgarian ecclesiastical hymns, this method 
has not been applied for extracting data about the first Slavic literary language 

1 The article is written in the frames of “Sound and Text in Intercultural Context” 
joint research project between the Institute of Slovenian Literature and Literary Studies 
(Research Center of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts – ZRC SAZU) and 
the Institute for Literature at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences (BAS). The financial 
support from ZRC SAZU and BAS is gratefully acknowledged. 
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until quite recently, since hymnologists are currently still debating whether the 
disciples of Sts. Cyril and Methodius followed the Byzantine rules for the rhythm 
of hymnography (a survey of the current state-of-the-art on the topic is offered in 
Койчева 2024). These Byzantine rules amount to the principles of isosyllabism 
and homotony. They regulate the relationship between each pattern stanza, the 
so-called heirmos, and other stanzas built on that pattern, the so-called troparia, 
which must contain the same number of syllables and stresses in the same posi-
tions as in the heirmos. Small deviations from these prerequisites are also per-
missible (about these deviations see Васильев 1896: 610 – 616). The number of 
syllables in stanzas from one and the same ode sometimes varies significantly in 
most manuscript copies of Old Bulgarian chants. This raises doubt on the appli-
cation of the principle of isosyllabism. The other principle of homotony cannot 
even be discussed, since the oldest Slavic manuscripts do not contain written signs 
for accents and almost nothing is known about the nature of the stress in the Old 
Bulgarian language. 

This unfavorable situation for versification studies changed at the end of the 
20th and the beginning of the 21st century, when the hymnologists Georgi Popov, 
Maria Yovcheva and Schema-nun Sepfora (Vera Tsacheva) published and proved 
the originality of four Old Bulgarian chants, which were composed according to the 
model of the iambic canons of St. John of Damascus. The Byzantine model sug-
gests that each verse from these Slavic canons in their primary form most probably 
consisted of exactly 12 syllables. The limitation of exactly 12 syllables makes it 
possible to clarify some hitherto unclear issues of Old Bulgarian phonetics, as well 
as to prove certain extant hypotheses. These possibilities will be addressed here. 
Before that, however, I will briefly present the mentioned poetic works in their 
historical sequence.

Today we know of the existence of three iambic canons by St. John of Da-
mascus. They pertain to the feasts of Christmas, Epiphany, and Pentecost (Migne 
1864: 817 – 840; O’Connor 1910). The great Syrian hymnographer St. John lived 
approximately between the middle of the 7th and the middle of the 8th centu-
ry, when the difference in length among the Greek vowels had long since been 
obliterated (Allen 1968: 89)2 and, accordingly, quantitative versification was no 
longer inherent in speech. However, St. John of Damascus restored this versifi-
cation in the mentioned three canons and built their verses in the ancient iambic 
trimeter on the basis of the old quantities of the syllables (on the rules of iambic 
trimeter see Милев, Михайлов 1979: 337 – 339). Moreover, he superimposed 
the Byzantine hymnographic rules of isosyllabism and homotony on this archaic 
verse organization. The heirmos and the third troparion from the eighth ode of the 
canon for Pentecost are given below as an example (see table 1). The number of 
syllables is indicated by digits, stressed vowels (in table 2) – by horizontal lines, 
unstressed vowels – by arcs, and those syllables, which according to the Byzan-

2 I am grateful to my colleague Assist. Prof. Hristo Todorov for referring me to this 
grammar and securing it for me.
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tine hymnographic rules can be considered either stressed or unstressed (Васильев 
1896: 610 – 613) – by both signs simultaneously. The differences between the two 
stanzas in terms of the positions of the stresses are negligible and could be due to 
my insufficient knowledge (these differences are enclosed within squares in table 
2). In order to combine the quantitative verse with the essentially syllabo-tonic 
verse of the hymnography (although the latter is a syllabo-tonic one of a particular 
kind), St. John of Damascus abandoned the option of the ancient tribrachium, in 
which the long syllable of the iambic foot is replaced by two short ones (Милев, 
Михайлов 1979: 338). Thus, each verse is a dodecasyllable, that is, it contains 12 
syllables. The caesura is common, and is most often situated following the fifth or 
seventh syllable, again according to the pattern of the iambic trimeter. However, 
there are also verses with a caesura in another position, as well as verses without a 
caesura. This is clearly traced by the structure and meaning of the text.

Table 1. The heirmos and the third troparion from the eighth ode of the canon for Pen-
tecost by St. John of Damascus (Πεντηκοστή [n.d.]; Johannes Damascenus 1864: 837) 

Verse: Stanza:
Number of 
syllables and 
caesura:

Heirmos:
І.
ІІ.
ІІІ.
ІV.
V.

І.
ІІ.
ІІІ.
ІV.
V.

Λύει τὰ δεσμὰ / καὶ δροσίζει τὴν φλόγα, 
Ὁ τρισσοφεγγὴς / τῆς θεαρχίας τύπος, 
Ὑμνοῦσι παῖδες, / εὐλογεῖ δὲ τὸν μόνον, 
Σωτῆρα καὶ παντουργὸν, / ὡς εὐεργέτην, 
Ἡ δημιουργηθεῖσα / σύμπασα κτίσις.

Troparion 3:
ᾞσε προφητῶν / πνευματέμφορον στόμα,
Σὴν σωματωδῶς, / ὦ Μέδων, ἐνδημίαν,
Καὶ Πνεῦμα κόλπων Πατρικῶν προηγμένον,
Ἀκτιστοσυμπλαστουργοσύνθρονον σέθεν,
Ἱεὶς ἐνανθρωπήσεως / πιστοῖς σέβας.

5+7
5+7
5+7
7+5
7+5

5+7
5+7
12
12

8+4

Verses with structure like that of the third line from the cited troparion, that is 
καὶ Πνεῦμα κόλπων Πατρικῶν προηγμένον, can be interpreted in different ways: 
either as verses whose caesura does not coincide with the syntactic and semantic 
division of the text (here, such a caesura would divide the attributive syntagma 
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κόλπων / Πατρικῶν and the verse would be considered to be of the type 5+7 syl-
lables), or as verses without caesuras in the standard positions (here, for example 
καὶ Πνεῦμα / κόλπων Πατρικῶν προηγμένον: 3+9), or as verses without a caesura 
altogether. The last option is preferred in the current study. Eirini Afentoulidou, 
however, reconstructs caesuras in all verses of the three iambic canons by St. John 
of Damascus: even in the cited one ἀκτιστοσυμπλαστουργοσύνθρονον σέθεν, 
where she restores a structure of 10+2 syllables (Afentoulidou 2004: 57). It should 
be noted that, although the compound word in this verse is maintained in the vast 
array of editions of the Greek liturgical chants, it is divided into three words in the 
Patrologia Graeca edition of the canon as ἄκτιστον, συμπλάστουργον, σύνθρονον 
(Johannes Damascenus 1864: 837)3. The text of the iambic canons by St. John of 
Damascus in the Patrologia Graeca suffers from some shortcomings: neither the 
odes, nor the heirmoi are indicated, which is in contradiction with the nature of 
hymnography.

Table 2. Comparison between the same stanzas by places of word stresses

Verse: Stanza: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

I.
Heir-
mos:

‒
Λύ-

͜
ει

͜‒
τὰ

͜
δεσ-

‒
μὰ

͜‒
καὶ

͜
δρο-

‒
σί-

͜
ζει

͜‒
τὴν

‒
φλό-

͜
γα,

Tropa-
rion 3:

‒
ᾞ-

͜
σε

͜
Προ-

͜
φη-

‒
τῶν

͜
πνευ-

͜
μα-

‒
τέμ-

͜
φο-

͜
ρον

‒
στό-

͜
μα,

II.
Heir-
mos:

͜‒
Ὁ

͜
τρισ-

͜
σο-

͜
φεγ-

‒
γὴς

͜‒
τῆς

͜
θε-

͜
αρ-

‒
χί-

͜
ας

‒
τύ-

͜
πος,

Tropa-
rion 3:

‒
Σὴν

͜
σω-

͜
μα-

͜
τω-

‒
δῶς,

͜‒
ὦ

‒
Μέ-

͜
δων,

͜
ἐν-

͜
δη-

‒
μί-

͜
αν,

III.
Heir-
mos:

͜
Ὑ-

‒
μνοῦ-

͜
σι

‒
παῖ-

͜
δες,

͜
εὐ-

͜
λο-

‒
γεῖ

͜‒
δὲ

͜‒
τὸν

‒
μό-

͜
νον,

Tropa-
rion 3:

͜‒
Καὶ

‒
Πνεῦ-

͜
μα

‒
κόλ-

͜
πων

͜
πα-

͜
τρι-

‒
κῶν

͜
προ-

͜
η-

‒
γμέ-

͜
νον,

IV.
Heir-
mos:

͜
Σω-

‒
τῆ-

͜
ρα

͜‒
καὶ

͜
παν-

͜
τουρ-

‒
γὸν,

͜‒
ὡς

͜
εὐ-

͜
ερ-

‒
γέ-

͜
την,

Tropa-
rion 3:

͜
Ἀ-

͜
κτισ-

͜
το-

͜
συμ-

͜
πλασ-

͜
τουρ-

͜
γο-

‒
σύν-

͜
θρο-

͜
νον

‒
σέ-

͜
θεν,

3 According to the peer reviewer of the current article, this division aims to facilitate 
the pronunciation of the line.

  V.
Heir-
mos:

͜‒
Ἡ

͜
δη-

͜
μι-

͜
ουρ-

͜
γη-

‒
θεῖ-

͜
σα

‒
σύμ-

͜
πα-

͜‒
σα

‒
κτί-

͜
σις.

Tropa-
rion 3:

͜
Ἱ-

‒
εὶς

͜
ἐν-

͜
αν-

͜
θρω-

‒
πή-

͜
σε-

͜‒
ως

͜
πισ-

‒
τοῖς

‒
σέ-

͜
βας.
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In addition to the dual rhythmic organization, that is the application of the 
hymnographic rules in addition to the restored quantitative versification, the first 
letters of the verse lines in each of the three iambic canons are linked in an acrostic, 
which is a quatrain in hexameter. The acrostic of the canon for Pentecost is made 
up of the initials of 135 verses and is the longest in Byzantine literature as a whole:

Θειογενὲς Λόγε, Πνεῦμα Παράκλητον πάλιν ἄλλον,
Ἐκ Γενέτου κόλπων ἧκας ἐπιχθονίοις,
Οἷα πυρὸς γλώσσησι, φέρον Θεότητος ἀΰλου
Σῆμα τεῆς φύτλης, καὶ χάριν ὑμνοπόλοις. 

(Попов 2006: 37)

The underlined passages are the verse beginnings of the already considered two 
stanzas from the eighth ode. It is noticeable that the first letters of the four lines of 
the acrostic itself also form the mini-acrostic Θεός ‘God’ (Weyh 1908: 44). It seems 
that world literature hardly ever preserves poetic work with such a complex struc-
ture, as the verse structure of the iambic canons by St. John of Damascus.4 

These three Byzantine canons, as mentioned, were used as models in the 
creation of four Old Bulgarian works that have reached us from the end of the 
9th and the beginning of the 10th century – two anonymous: for the feasts of 
Epiphany and Pentecost (Попов 2005 and 2006, Ципора 2006), and two with 
established authorship: for Christmas by Bishop Constantine of Preslav and for 
St. Apollinaris of Ravenna by St. Clement of Ohrid (Попов 1998, Йовчева 2002 
and 2014).5 The quantitative organization of the verse was not taken into account, 
as it was unapt for the Old Bulgarian language. The canon for Pentecost is closest 
to the structure of the Greek works, because its acrostic is formed by the first 
letters of all its verses. The acrostic of the Christmas canon is of the same kind, 
but does not include the heirmoi. The beginnings of the verse lines of these two 
Slavic works constitute poems, parts of which are given in table 3. The canon for 
Epiphany has a simpler acrostic, in which each troparion participates with only 
one letter – that is, its initial, – instead of with the five first letters of its five vers-
es. The plainest one in this respect is the canon for St. Apollinaris of Ravenna: 
here, only KLIM (КЛИМ), the signature for St. Clement of Ohrid, is embedded. 
Interestingly, this is most likely the chronological order, in which the four works 
were created (the same order is presented in table 3), or at least the chant in hon-
our of St. Apollinaris should be considered last. 

4 More about their versification, see in Afentoulidou 2004. About the Byzantine 
12-syllable verse, see also Maas 1903, Дикова 2023: 28 – 41 and the literature cited there.

5 Other investigations and editions of the four Old Bulgarian canons in 12-syllable 
verses are found in the following publications: Верещагин 1997; Попов 1997; Вереща-
гин 1999; Верещагин 2001: 421 – 450; Vereščagin et al. 2006: 156 – 197; Попов 2008: 
54 – 57; Климент Охридски 2008: 521 – 531; Суботин-Голубовић 2012: 193 – 194.
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Table 3. The acrostics of the four Old Bulgarian canons in 12-syllable verse

Canon: The acrostic is 
composed of the 
beginnings of:

Text of the acrostic:

for Pentecost, 
anonymous, in tone 4 

the verses of all 
stanzas (heirmoi 

and troparia)

ОТ ОТЦА СЛОВО / ДОУХ ПОСЛАЛ ЕСИ
ПАРАКЛИТА ЖЕ / СЕ ОБРАЗ[ОМ] ОГНꙖ 
[А]ПОСТОЛОМ / РАЗДꙖЛꙖЕѦ... 

(Попов 2006: 38)
for Christmas by Bishop 
Constantine of Preslav, 
in tone 1

the verses of the 
troparia

КАНОН НА РОЖДСТВО ХРСТОВО 
СТВОРЕН КОНСТАНТИНОМ ПОПОМ 
ХРСТА РОЖДЕНА / ХВАЛИТЕ СЛОВЕНИ ВСИ
ꙖКО СНИДЕ / Н[А] СПАСЕНИЕ НА[Ш]Е... 

(Попов 1998: 8)
for Epiphany, 
anonymous, in tone 2

the troparia БОГОꙖВЛЕНИЕ ТИ / 
ПО[Ѭ]ШТЕ ХРИСТЕ СЛАВИМ

(Попов 2005: 21)
for St. Apollinaris of 
Ravenna by St. Clement 
of Ohrid, in tone 2

the troparia from 
the ninth ode 

КЛИМ
(Йовчева 2014: 319 – 320)

An important detail for the present study is the fact that each of the verses in 
these works follows one of the variants of the dodecasyllable used in the three 
Greek canons. Old Bulgarian word stresses cannot be identified with certainty, 
because they are not indicated in the earliest Slavonic manuscripts, but the syl-
labic length of the verse, and consequently, the presence of a caesura and its po-
sition, can be a source of valuable linguistic information. With this understanding 
in mind, only the poetic lines whose 12-syllabic structure can be undoubtedly 
reconstructed on the basis of the available manuscript copies are included in the 
current analysis. The separate verses are given without context, since it is not rel-
evant to the purposes of this study. The cited stanzas are indicated by the follow-
ing system of abbreviations (partially used by Georgi Popov – Попов 1985: 379): 

Canon
(P – for Pentecost; 
C – for Christmas; 
E – for Epiphany; 
A – for St. Apollinaris)

Ode
(1, 3, 4...)

/ Stanza
(h = heirmos; 
1, 2, 3 = first, second, 
third troparion; 
th = theotokion)

For example, А 8/3 indicates the third troparion for the eight ode from the 
canon for St. Apollinaris of Ravenna by St. Clement of Ohrid; C 3/th refers to the 
theotokion (a stanza in praise of the Holy Mother of God) for the third ode from 
the Christmas canon by Constantine of Preslav.
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P 4/1: се банѭ мьнѣ / пакꙑбꙑтИѣ хрьсте (5+7)
C 3/1: хотѧ съпасти / блѫдѧщаго чловѣка (5+7)
C 5/h: оцѣщенИе намъ / хрьсте бъдрьно (7+5)
C 5/1: хрьстъ владꙑка / пришьствИемь плъти (5+7)
C 5/1: рьвьнИе же ѣро / да погоубитъ (7+5)
C 6/2: въторꙐимь обнищанИемь си (12)
C 7/3: съвѧзанꙐихъ же / мрѣжеѭ нꙑнѣ (7+5)
C 8/3: естьство наше / ис поустꙐихъ горъ (5+7)
E 3/2: възвращенИе иорданово нꙑнѣ (12)
E 5/1: водоѭ очищаѧ / прѣгрѣшенИѣ (7+5)
E 7/2: трепещѫ рече иоанъ въпиѧ (12)
E 7/2: трѣбоуѭщаго / твоѥго крьщенИѣ (5+7)
E 8/2: иорданъ тѧ / и море познавъша (5+7)
E 8/th: егоже прѣжде вѣкъ /отьць роди (7+5)
А 3/2: сладъкꙑми твоими богословесꙑ (12)
А 4/2: миръ вьсь обиде / ѣко мльнИи (7+5)
А 7/1: мѫчителева прѣщенИѣ блажене (12)
А 7/3: оучѧ богодъхновенꙑми словесꙑ (12)
А 7/th: како понесе / невъмѣстимааго (5+7)

(reconstructed according to Попов 1998: 20 – 24; Попов 2005: 50, 53, 57, 
59 – 60; Попов 2006: 20; Йовчева 2014: 314 – 315, 317 – 318)

From the above-cited examples, the following conclusions can be derived 
about Old Bulgarian phonemes and their combinability with one another in the 
chronological frame of the end of the 9th and the beginning of the 10th century.

1. In hymnography, each vowel functioned as equal in length to the other 
vowels. Even if they weren’t really of the same length, they were counted as 
such. Therefore, neither the nasal vowels (ѫ, ѭ, ѧ) with their complex origin 
and initially two-part composition (Добрев 1969: 242, 245; Велчева 1980: 105) 
were counted as longer, nor the jers (ь, ъ), which were short vocals, functioned 
as shorter than the other vowels. The analyzed chants confirm the opinion of the 
Bulgarian linguist Boryana Velcheva (Велчева 2001) that it is not justified to 
define the jers as “ultrashort” (свръхкратки), “ultrareduced” (свръхредуцирани) 
and “semivowels” (полугласни) – qualifiers used by some scholars in relation to 
these phonemes (cf. Милетич 1923: 16; Мирчев 1972: 17; Дуриданов и др.: 
541; Иванова-Мирчева, Харалампиев 1999: 53; Славова 2017: 72 and others).

2. All weak jers (bold-faced in the examples), which disappeared in the later 
Old Bulgarian speech, were still being pronounced. This view has been accepted 
without objection in linguistics for a long time (cf. for example Jacobson 1962: 
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415). However, more recent explorations dispute this and situate the first cases 
of lost jers already in the 9th century (Смядовски 1993: 92; Иванова-Мирчева, 
Харалампиев 1999: 54; Лашкова 2004: 145; Шишков 2017: 29 – 30, 34, 70). 
The hymnographic evidence which is presented in the current study helps to re-
consider the matter. Through the classical linguistic analysis of the Old Bulgarian 
manuscripts, the presence of the weak jers in oral pronunciation can be assumed 
indirectly by the absence of deviations in the use of the letters for the jers. The 
chants with isosyllabic verses, however, represent transparent evidence that these 
sounds were really pronounced, because otherwise the 12-syllable structure of 
the verses would be destroyed.

 3. Jers in position before [j], as well as their successors ꙑ and и (in CAPI-
TAL LETTERS in the examples), were syllabic like all other vowels (the pres-
ence of the [j] is proven etymologically: рьвьнИе < рьвьнЬjе (C 5/1), поустꙐихъ 
< поустЪjихъ (C 8/3), etc.). These phonemes are often called “compressed jers” 
(стегнати/стеснени ерове) and “reduced ꙑ and и” (редуцирани ꙑ и и) in lin-
guistic literature, and some authors doubt their syllabic function (for example 
Миклас 2004: 59, 61). The isosyllabic Old Bulgarian verses put an end to such 
claims and confirm again Boryana Velcheva’s position that “there were no re-
duced vowels or compressed jers in Old Bulgarian” („редуцирани гласни или 
стегнати ерове в старобългарски не е имало” – Велчева 2001: 534).

 4. When borrowing foreign names, some deviations from the Slavic phonetic 
rules and in particular from the tendency towards rising sonority were allowed. 
The name иоанъ begins with three consecutive vowels and two hiatuses respec-
tively (as it is seen in E 7/2), which were avoided in Slavic speech from that 
epoch. The same hiatus is also found in the name of the Jordan River иорданъ (E 
3/2 and E 8/2), which contains a syllable that ends in a consonant in contraven-
tion of the ‘Law of the Open Syllable’. Apparently, it was only after the period of 
the disciples of Sts. Cyril and Methodius that the form иоръданъ arose, that is, a 
form which has an inserted jer and which as a result complies with the indicated 
phonetic rule.

 5. Old Bulgarian hymnographers used both uncontracted and contracted end-
ings of the full-form adjectives, ordinal numerals and participles. The uncontract-
ed syllables are underlined, while the contracted ones are enclosed within squares 
in the verses given above. We find невъмѣстимааго (А 7/th), but also блѫдѧщаго 
(C 3/1) and трѣбоуѭщаго (E 7/2) instead of блѫдѧщааго and трѣбоуѭщааго; in 
the same way we find въторꙑимь (C 6/2), съвѧзанꙑихъ (C 7/3) and поустꙑихъ 
(C 8/3), but also сладъкꙑми (А 3/2) and богодъхновенꙑми (А 7/3) instead of 
сладъкꙑими and богодъхновенꙑими. The usage of phonetic variants in one and 
the same text in the service of rhythm is characteristic of poetry in general. The 
presence of abbreviated endings in the early hymnography necessitates a correc-
tion of the conclusion in the academic grammar of the Old Bulgarian language 
that “the contraction of two identical vowels following one another is obviously a 
late process in Old Bulgarian” („контракцията на две еднакви следващи една 
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след друга гласни е очевидно късен процес в старобългарски” – Дуриданов 
и др. 1991: 546). On the contrary, there were apparently contractions already at 
the end of the ninth century. Well-deserved recognition must be given to Roman 
Jacobson for his acknowledgement of this feature. He not only counted the so-
called “compressed” jers as forming syllables in his reconstruction of several 
parts of the anonymous Old Bulgarian Office for St. Constantine-Cyril the Phi-
losopher, but also suggested one contracted inflection (вьсѣчьскꙑмь, instrumental 
case, singular) (Якобсон 2000: 339). A similar conclusion about several endings 
in the famous Old Bulgarian ‘Alphabetical Prayer’ was formulated recently by 
Ekaterina Dikova (Dikova 2022: 71). 

All these phonetic issues will be elaborated in a book of mine which is being 
prepared at the present time. Although the lingual features, ascertained by the 
demonstrated method, are subordinate in regard of palaeoslavistic linguistics, 
they are fundamental for versification studies on the earliest Slavic hymnography. 
The extracted phonetic data will help to create more precise reconstructions of 
the numerous Old Bulgarian chants, whose stanzas consist of lines of varying 
length. It is the only way possible to reach more accurate conclusions on the 
general question of the extent to which the disciples of Sts. Cyril and Methodius 
followed the rules of Byzantine hymnography.

The current article interpreted the subject of the project “Sound and Text in 
Intercultural Context” from the perspectives of linguistics and verse studies. 
The adaptation of the Byzantine chanted dodecasyllable to the Old Bulgarian 
hymnography helps us to gather new information about some of the sounds 
that make up the early Slavic texts. These medieval sounds have long since 
disappeared, but some of their acoustic imprints have remained embedded into 
the preserved metered texts. 
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