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St. Euphrosyne of Polotsk is one of the most fair, delicate and pure image of Old 

Russian womanhood considered as a saint in Orthodox as well as in the Greek-

Catholic tradition. The holy virgin, Euphrosyne, the founder and the first 

Mother Superior of Polotsk Spaso-Preobrazhensky monastery, nun and 

enlightener of the first half of the XII century, whose memory falls on May 23 

in the Orthodox tradition, on June 5 in the Greek Catholic, and on the third 

Sunday after Pentecost – in  the Cathedral of the Belarusian Saints. On the 

territory of Belarus Euphrosyne of Polotsk, along with Cyril Turovski was one 

of the most revered saints. Every year on June 5 in Polotsk traditionally widely 

celebrated feast day of St. Euphrosyne [3].

Euphrosyne represents an ancient and glorious race of Rurik – Sanctae was a 

granddaughter in the fifth generation of knyazh Vladimir Svyatoslavich, 

granddaughter of the famous knyazh Vseslav Briachyslavich of Polotsk and the 

daughter of knyazh George (Sviatoslav) Vseslavich [ibid]. Based on the images 

on the cross of St. Euphrosyne, and the two surviving seals found in Novgorod 

and Koknese (Kukenois, Latvia), researchers suggest that her mother's name 

was Sophia [8]. Generation of Polotsk knyazh Vseslaviches was a powerful 

and influential: Thus, the aunt of St. Euphrosyne was married to the son of the 

Greek Emperor Alexius Comnenus.

The life of the Sanctae was rather long to the Middle Ages, covering more than 70-

year period (born Predislava Svyatoslavichna – Euphrosinia i n future – in 

1101, she died  in 1173). Her life is not very rich i n external events but 

ultimately full of intense inner spiritual life.



The veneration of holy woman began  almost immediately after her death in 

Jerusalem, during the life of St. Dionysius of Polotsk, with the blessing of 

which, presumably, was composed act of worship and hagiography was 

written. Simultaneously with the creation of act of worship and hagiography 

the icon was painted, have not come to us. Retaining only the description of the 

first image of the Mother Superior of Polotsk, "pale face from fasting, blessed 

garments  like Martyr Evdokia had" [quot. 15].

In the chronicle the name Kniazhna Euphrosyne of Polotsk was not mentioned. 

Basic biographical facts and spiritual quest o f Euphrosyne set out in 

"Hagiography" (life of a saint) which is one of the earliest monuments of 

Orthodoxy in Ancient Rus and w a s written under the assumption A.I. 

Sobolevski, E.E. Golubinski and Archbishop Filaret (Gumilevski) in the pre-

Mongol period. In the center of the hagiographic monument there i s the 

structure of three parts including rhetorical introduction, narration about the 

life of the saint and the final commendation. In “Hagiography” there is not 

traditional for this genre story about posthumous miracles [2, p. 147]. Thus it is 

important to consider that a work created at the end of the XII century. came to 

our time only in the lists, not later than the beginning of the XVI century.

Nowadays “Hagiography” is known in more than 130 lists represented according 

to the view of modern researcher A.A. Melnikov, Six Editions: This is edition 

of Collections, "The Book of Degrees of the Royal Genealogy, " the Great 

Menaion Reader of  Saint Metropolitan Macarius, also two versions of 

Hagiography and "Hagiography" of Metropolitan St. Dimitry of Rostov [see .: 

13, p. 128 – 129].

V.O. Kliuchevsky in the book "Old Russian Hagiography as a historical source," 

writes about the proximity of the composition and the nature of the literary live 

of Polotsk holy woman Lives of XV – XVI centuries. Noting that "the vivacity 

and abundance of biographical features, together with the remains of an ancient 

language suggests biographer to use any ancient source "[9, p. 262].



Until the first half of the XVI century veneration of St. Euphrosyne did not go 

beyond the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, and the holy abbess was not known in 

Moscow Rus until her life was included by St. Moscow Macarius to the Great 

Menaion Reader. [15]

 We describe the main points of "The Life of Euphrosyne of Polotsk", within the 

context of our work tasks –  identifying the circle the spiritual qualities of a 

saint (the author of this article in its analysis of hagiographic text is based on 

the 1st edition of  “Hagiography” [7], which, according to A.A. Melnikov, "is 

the closest to the hypothetical archetype of the work" [10, p. 28], as well as the 

text of "The Book of Degrees of the Royal Genealogy" [20]).

Hagiography draws the character of the Holy Virgin and the early-established at a 

young age Predslava thinks about the transience of earthly glory: "... that was 

successful before us among our previous generations. They married,  lived but 

the life wasn't eternal; their life passed by and their glory would be burried as 

ash worse than a cobweb" [6, p. 3]. Also Hagiography states about early 

abilities and special love for the study of Predslava who read a lot, knew the 

Psalms, and Priest, Scripture, so that the father was wondered because of so 

unique  skills of a girl. The decision to leave home and become a nun was 

personally taken by herself. This act reflects the generic female character of 

Kniazhna of Polotsk – determination and independence of choice. Perhaps the 

secret nature of the vows was dictated by the intention of the father to settle his 

daughter, that she wanted to avoid. In Hagiography of Predslava for the first 

time the family life of women was characterized as an example of perishable 

concerns [11, p. 75 – 76]. Love for book learning combined with her fervent 

prayer, outer beauty ("beauty of her face" [7]) –  with sobriety and deep 

concentration ("News about her wisdom and lofe for study spread around the 

city" [ibid ]).

At age of twelve she took monastic vows under the name of Euphrosyne in honor 

of St. Euphrosyne of Alexandria, which was not a coincidence, since 

Alexandria was a famous oasis of learning, renowned as a library and Musa, 



the birthplace of the great theologians of the early Christianity Clement and 

Origen, the birthplace of saints Alexander of Alexandria and Athanasius the 

Great. Monastic rank she took in Polotsk convent, whose abbess was her aunt – 

the widow of Prince Roman Vseslavich Euphrosinia read a lot and with the 

permission of the Bishop of Polotsk Ilya lodged in the monastic cell ("stony") 

at the cathedral church of St. Polotsk. Sophia, which was a good library. The 

holy woman engaged in rewriting the books on the orders of citizens, money 

earned she distributed  in charity («she began to write books by herself earning 

money for that and gave it to the miserable and the poor» [ibid]).

Not later than 1128, during the reign of his uncle Knyazh Boris Euphrosyne 

Vseslavich Bishop handed to Knzayhna a "place" (temple) at the church of St.  

Saviour on Seltz near Polotsk, where there appeared Transfiguration Convent 

the head of which became Abbess Euphrosyne. At her own expense she built  

Church of St. Saviour  in the Convent and decorated it with church utensils and 

paintings. There many Euphrosyne's relatives accepted monasticism (younger 

sister Evdokia, Eupraxia cousin, nieces Agatha and Euphemia). The holy virgin 

taught the  nuns to read and write, rewrite the books, to sign, sew and other 

crafts, since young ages for them to know the law of God and had the skill to 

hardworkind [7]. And most of all – patience and temperance, purity and 

spiritual humility. In the Hagiography there given two pieces of the teachings 

of Abbess of Polotsk. 

In addition to the Convent of St. Euphrosyne near monastery there was arranged 

the church in the name of the Blessed Virgin. The active church-political 

activities of the Mother Superior (abbess) went far beyond Polotsk, also from 

the l Hagiography we got to know about her cooperation with the Bishop 

Dionysius of Polotsk, the successor of Ilya [7].

Sometime before her death, approx. 1172/73, Mother Superior of Polotsk with her 

sister Eupraxia and brother Davyd made a pilgrimage to the Holy Land and on 

the way, according Hagiography, was treated in Constantinople "with great 

honor" of the emperor and the patriarch. When they reached Jerusalem, the nun 



stopped in the Russian monastery of the Holy Virgin. Euphrosinia passed away 

on May 23 (or 24), 1173 and was buried in Palestinian monastery of 

Theodosius the Great. In 1187 Sultan Saladin conquered Jerusalem, who 

demanded that Christians in five days should leave the city, previously bought 

his life. Russian monks of the monastery, going back home, took with them the 

holy relics of Russian Knyazhna, that were taklen by them to Kiev-Pechersk 

Lavra [1].

"The Life of St. Euphrosyne is incorporated into the life of ancient society. She is 

an educator: she taught in the same school that she created, rewrote books. 

Mother Superior of Polotsk –  peacemaker ... by virtue of its authority and 

kinship pacified neighbors, preventing feuds and quarrels. She is a builder of 

cathedrals spiritual Matron "[11, p. 77 – 78].

In the notes to the canon of contemporary theologian Saint Simeon wrote: "Saint 

Euphrosyne represents the type of character, which was clearly expressed in 

Kievan Rus, but much less is typical of Moscow Rus. Russians in IX-XII 

centuries were akin to other northern peoples – Germans, Anglo-Saxons, Celts 

– accepted in society high enough idea of the the mental and spiritual potential 

of women. In the epic, and in the early history of these peoples a woman has 

often played the role that it is by nature not peculiar to her –  like warrior-

female bogatyr. [...] In the life of St. Euphrosyne I noticed such features of 

early Russian Christianity ... as a harmonious and optimistic perception of life 

and society, penchant for sanctification and transformation of the world, and 

not to passing away from it. High sense of women's responsibility was not 

limited by the narrow circle of household duties, but introduced the spirit of 

maternal prayers, love and care to the split enmity, greed and ambitions of the 

world of men – it seemed so modern, so   necessary now that the image of the 

St. Euphrosyne acquired symbolic meaning" [19].

The spiritual path of Euphrosyne is of a type of blessed ministry of holy virgins of 

X-XIII centuries what is peculiar to the ancient Kiev period. However, it 

represents prayer and labor cultural trend in women's monasticism of ancient 



Rus, in contrast to the type of contemplative prayer, monastic way of other St. 

virgin  of this period – Euphrosyne of Suzdal [20, p. 85].

Next we consider the terms of the spiritual qualities of Saint Euphrosyne presented 

in old singing material. First of all I will mention the source aspect of the study 

of the said formation. The author of the article currently identifues 10 choral 

manuscripts containing songs of service memory of St. Euphrosyne on May 23. 

This series of codes of Russian repositories (RNB, BAN, RGB and GIM) 

belonging to different centuries of old Russian traditions and contain varying 

amounts of the holy hymns: one of the most ancient manuscript sources 

include the one from the end of the twelfth century. (RNB, Soph. Collection 

N o 96) – triode Book of Sticheron of Ioannes Scrivener, created by the 

assumption o f A.Melnikov, in the Holy Transfiguration or Monastery of the 

Blessed Virgin [12, p. 29], and including the verses "Come, love of wisdom." 

The abovementioned sticheron, because of poor preservation of manuscripts 

pages with songs, was reconstructed by the mediaevalist N. Seregina by 

comparing the hook-lines with the sources of XVI – XVII centuries. [See: 18, 

p. 129 – 130 and Fig. 23 – 24; 17, p. 96]. In the  lists of XVI – XVII centuries 

this sticheron with incipit "Come, love of wisdom." closes the cycle of 

sticherons "the praise" of the 6th voice. This text has been chanted with 

developed melody to fit the presence on the words "praying" and "to the 

Creator" that emphasize the profound meaning of the verses and are manifested 

as three voices, i.e. was chanting alternately by three voices correspondingly 

by the parts of the text,  [18, p. 131]. Considering the question of the accuracy 

of the reconstruction of singing part of the sticheron require further 

consideration, we turn to the sources of a later period – the end of XVI – first 

half of XVII century, where we find a  significantly expanded singing part of 

the service of the Saint, there are a number of full manuscripts of vocal cycles 

(without canons) mini-cycles o f stichera Vespers ("Lord, I cry" of the 4-th 

voice, "the praise" of the 6th voice "on aposticha" of the 2nd voice, "on 

lithium" of the 2nd voice), Praise of the 6th voice .



The veneration of the holy Knyazhna for a long time was of local character, limited 

to Polotsk diocese and between the XIII century. and in 1514 the veneration of 

Euphrosyne installed in Smolensk [5], which explained the very small number 

of surviving ancient sources of the period. The subsequent expansion of the 

sites in the second half of the XVI century is directly related to the 

canonization of group of saints on church councils i n 1547-1549, as well as 

entering of the Hagiography in Makarii Menaion Reader.

Contemporary service for Repose of St. Euphrosyne was admitted to the church-

wide use in 1893 [15]. In the early twentieth century the number of holy hymns 

expanded, Akathist appeared and in 1910 there was created a new service for 

the transfer of holy relics of the Saint from Kiev-Pechersk Lavra, where it was 

kept till this time to Polotsk, to the monastery built by her, where they are now 

[see more: 16 and  4, p. 89].

The subject of our analysis is the sources of ancient Russian singing of the end of 

XVI – the first half of XVII century, recorded by unmarked (manuscripts of the 

end of the XVI century) and marked, attributeve (mid XVII c.) forms of 

notation. We associate certain spiritual qualities present in hagiographic texts, 

also in verbal and vocal lines of cantatory manuscripts. For greater clarity, we 

gather the identified sources of information indicated in the following table:

Q u a l i t y ( Tr a i t o f 
character)

hagiography Text of the chant Liturgical genre

Nobility of origin

Purity

Humility

Meekness

Patience

Mercy

Restraint “ f o r a l l w h o a r e 
f e a s t i n g a n d 
praying and for 
all-night vigil”

God-loving “Her mind reached the 
love of the God”



“B l e s s e d Knyazhna 
surprised by her 
m i n d o p e n her 
heart for the sake 
of love to the 
God”

Courage “S he pa s s e d w i t h 
man ' s cou rage 
through all cities 
of the country”

Christ - loving

Spirituality „the soul is filled with 
Holy Spirit„

“From Holy Spirit her 
t h o u g h t s a r e 
filled”

Spiritual world



 

The following table there are represented Fitna chants and marked by them the 

most significant words of the liturgy: "Blessed," "Thou," "Gods," "Hail", 

"courageous", "praying", "Creator," "unceasing", "Thou hast trampled "," 



courage ","Gradual Psalms","kindness." This series is a kind of liturgical 

metatext highlighted by lengthy melodic melismatic marks (forms/signs):

 I should also mention the fact of the use in the service of a group of even voices – 

2nd, 4th and 6th. If we take into account the spiritual and symbolic significance 

of these voices, it is revealed the next round of Orthodox theological ideas 

(treatment given in 3):

The second voice embodies humility as a way to God and opened the Divine Love; 

the essence of the voice also includes comparison and contrast of the transition 



states of the old to the new, from the natural, untransfigured to  saint. It is the 

voice of Forefeast, sticheron to the Virgin, expressing affection, the finest 

spiritual experience, as well as the voice of God's love to the people, revealing 

the secret of the Burning Bush. It reminds man of the need to leave the 

everyday life of sin, vanity, passions.

The fourth voice is a voice calling for perfection through cross-bearering and the 

memory of the Holy Cross; voice of the light celebration. He is more used in 

the  the worship service and the majority of troparia Saints and the Reverend 

sung it at this voice; number 4, in addition to indications of the Life-giving 

Cross, also indicates the completeness of the earthly world and the cosmos 

(four seasons, four parts of the world, four elements).

The sixth voice associated with repentance and contrition for sins; because it is one 

of the deepest voices in the transmission of sorrow and mental strain, it is often 

possible to hear the theme of "death", "burial", stay in the deep night of a sin, 

imperfection. Also, the voice anthemises aspect of the Savior's descent into the 

depths of hell, connects the theme of burial and resurrection. In addition, the 

6th voice embodies state of spiritual emotion, self-centered, start saving, 

softness, simplicity and soulfulness.

So, as a result of the comparative analysis the following list of quality-topos, 

characterizing the spiritual world of Euphrosyne of Pototsk is systematized: 

spiritual purity, meekness, humility, love to the God and the Christ, patience,  

compassion, courage, spirituality. At the level of verbal and singing hymns row 

saint revealed the key concepts of the spiritual and religious life of the saint 

marked with special melismatic melodic turns – fits: "blessed", "Gods," 

"Creator," "Rejoice," "constantly", "pray", "courage"," canticle" (chants), and 

others. Thus, hagiographic and cantantory toposes of the Sain of Old Russia 

identify key moments of her spiritual journey, connected with prayer and the 

most important range of the abovementioned qualities.

"There will grow pure wheat and will be grist at the mill with humility and prayer 

and fasting, and pure bread will be brought to the meal with Christ," – says the 



Saint Euphrosyne before leaving Jerusalem, to the brothers and sisters at 

parting the words of the priestly martyr Ignatius Theophorus [8]. In these 

words the spiritual complex of qualities is concentrated needed in the way to 

God and mastered by the Saint herself – the purity, humility, prayer and fasting 

as reflected in hagiographic and liturgical texts of the service of the Great Saint 

of Ancient Russia.

REFERENCES:
Basova М. V. Euphrosyne (Introduction) : [Electronic resource]. – Mode of 

access : http://www.pravenc.ru/text/187879.html
Voronova Е. М. Hagiography of Euphrosyne of Polotsk / Е.М. Voronova // 

Dictionary scribes and book-learning o f Ancient Russia / Chief edit. D. S. 
Likhachev. – Edition. 1. XI – the first part of XIV century – L.: Nauka, 
Leningrad, 1987. – P. 147–148.

Night service. Liturgical chant of the Orthodox Church / Соmpiled, edit.., 
comment. by D. Bolgarski. – K. : edition of Holy Trinity Monastery of Ioannes, 
2000.

Gustova L. А. The image of St. Euphrosyne of Polotsk – enlightener of White 
Russia in hymnography of XII-XX centuries / L.А. Gustova // Ancient chants. 
The journey of time.– Edition 2. / Based on materials from the scientific 
conference "Brazhnikovskie Readings 2004". – S-Pb. : Publishing house of 
Polytechnic University, 2005. – P. 82–92.

Euphrosyne // Orthodox Encyclopedia: [Electronic resource]. –Mode of access : 
http://www.pravenc.ru/text/187882.html

Hagiography of St. Euphrosyne, Knyazhna of Polotsk (From «Anabathmoi  book» 
and «Сollections of the XVI century of the monastery of the Trinity and St. 
Sergius »). – Vitebsk : Edition L. Sapunov, 1888. – 58 p.

Hagiography… of St. Euphrosyne, Abbess Saviour Almighty in the city of 
Polotsk / Preparation of the text and translation by N. V. Ponyrkо, comments 
of V. K. Ziborova, А. V. Sirenova, Т. G. Frumenkova : [Electronic resource]. – 
Mode of access:  http://lib.pushkinskijdom.ru/Default.aspx?tabid=10128

Karpov А. Yu. Euphrosyne of Polotsk: [Electronic resource]. – Mode of access: 
http://www.portal-slovo.ru

Кliuchevskiy V. О. Old Russian Lives of the Saints (Hagiography) as a historical 
source / V. О. Кliuchevskiy. – М. : Typography of Grachev,1871. – 480 p.

Кніга жыцій і хаджэнняў (Hagiography) / Comp. by Меlnikov А.А. – Мinsk, 
1994. – P. 25–41.

Маlakova N. А. Female religious and moral ideal in the culture of ancient Russia /  
N. А. Маlakova. – Thesis … candidate of culture studies : 24.00.01 – Theory 
and history of the culture. – С.-П., 2010. – 224 с. 

http://www.portal-slovo.ru/
http://www.portal-slovo.ru/authors/164.php
http://lib.pushkinskijdom.ru/Default.aspx?tabid=10128
http://www.pravenc.ru/text/187879.html


Меlnikov А. А. The path is not sad: the historical evidence of the sanctity of White 
Russia / А.А. Меlnikov. – Мinsk : Belor. Ekzarkhat, 1992. – 243 p.

Меlnikov А. А. Euphrosyne of Polotsk (Hagiography of Euphrosyne of Polotsk 
with comments of А. А. Меlnikov) / А. Меlnikov // Меlnikov А. А. From 
unpublished heritage: Monographies, аrticles, verses, materials of scientific 
conference,  recollections of contemporaries. – Мinsk : Publishing house 
«Chatyry chvertsi», 2005. – 592 p. – P. 14–315.

Monuments of ancient Russian literature / Edit. G. Кusheleva-Bezborodkо. – SPb, 
1862. – Volume 4. – P. 172–179.

Worship of Saint Euphrosyne of Polotsk: [Electronic resource]. – Mode of access: 
http://spas-monastery.by/st_euphrosyne_of_polotsk/worship.php?print=Y 

St. Euphrosyne of Polotsk. «Orthodox Old Believers» : [Electronic resource]. – 
M o d e o f a c c e s s : http://www.edinoslavie.ru/modules.php?
name=News&file=article&sid=481

Seregina N. S. «Now I pray in the songs of praise” To a question about the author 
of hymns of St. Euphrosyne of Polotsk  and «The Tale of Igor’s Campaign» / 
N.S. Seregina // Musical Academy. – 2002. – No1. – P. 95–100.

Seregina N. S. Chants of Russian saints. According to the materials of the 
manuscript chant-book of ХI-ХIХ centuries. «Monthly Book of Sticheron» / N. 
S. Seregina. – S-Pb. : B. i., 1994. – 469 p.

Simeon, St. iconographer. Canon of St. Euphrosyne of Polotsk.  Introduction : 
[Electronic resource]. – Mode of access: http://posad.1gb.ru/default.aspx?
ti=1&hti=36

The Book of Degrees of the Royal Genealogy // Full collection of the Russian  
chronicles. – SPb., 1908. – Volume 21, part. 1. – P. 206–220. 

http://www.edinoslavie.ru/modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid=481
http://www.edinoslavie.ru/modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid=481

