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O Virgin Mary, Let Us Support Your Arms:
the Old Testament Figures in the Apse of the Panagia Peribleptos Church in Ohrid

Tomoyuki MASUDA

Abstract

Here, the author discusses the meaning of the 26 Old-Testament figures represented around the apse of
the Panagia Peribleptos Church in Ohrid, Macedonia (FYROM). The function of the great priests is empha-
sized (Aaron, Samuel, Zacharias, Melchizedek, Phinehas). The Trinity is prefigured by the three patriarchs,
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, while the twelve sons of Jacob symbolize the twelve apostles: the twelve apostles
belong to the God of the Trinity as interpreted by Augustine.

Of particular interest is the presence of the prophet Hur (Ex. 17:10-12; 24:14), who is not so famous in
the Christian tradition. Church fathers such as John Chrysostom, Augustine, and Gregory of Nazianzus read
the episode of Hur (Ex. 17:10-12) as a typos of the Crucifixion. Byzantine manuscripts of the Octateuch
represent the story with the composition of the Crucifixion. However, in the apse of the church, Hur sup-
ports the arm of the Virgin, not of Christ.

The grace brought by the Virgin Mary has been typologically connected with the image of water such as the
water gushing from the rock of Horeb, induced by Moses (Ex. 17:6). Moreover, since the middle Byzantine period,
the most prosperous Marian shrine in Constantinople, Blachernai Monastery, has been famous for the marble icon
of the Virgin in an orans position, with water springing from her palms. Many towns in the Byzantine Empire
have springs of the Virgin in this posture. In the apse, the Virgin prays eternally in an orans position with her
raised arms giving water to the people in a metaphor of grace. Therefore, the prophet Hur, in addition to Aaron,

supports Mary’s arms and not those of Moses or Christ, to prevent the Virgin from tiring.
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