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Notes on the “Pen of a Swift Scribe” (Ps. 44 (45)):
Study of the Decoration Program of the Church of Panagia Peribleptos in Ohrid

Tomoyuki MASUDA

r Abstract \

The inscription in Archangel Gabriel’s hand, on the north door of the narthex in the Panagia Peribleptos church
in Ohrid, begins with Ofvyoddov kaAapov T xewol. It is a citation from Psalm 44 (45):2 “my tongue is a pen
of a swift scribe”. An educated Byzantine would easily remember the Ps 44 from the inscription, and notice that
the Psalm was full of imagery of the Virgin Mary.

“Hear, O daughter, and see, and incline your ear, and forget your people and the house of your father...” (44:11-
12) is a well-known prefiguration of the Annunciation, and “Virgins behind her will be brought to the king; her
companions will be brought to you....” (15-16) is read on the feast of the Presentation of the Virgin to the Temple
on 21 November. “Gird your sword on your thigh, O powerful one, in your bloom and beauty” (4) uses the same
descriptions as “Look, it is the couch of Salomon! Around it are sixty mighty men of Israel’s might men, all hold-
ing a sword at his thigh...” (Songs 3:7-8), which is the source of “Solomon’s Bed” painted on the west wall of the
narthex.

According to R. Schroeder, Gabriel’s inscription, together with the scene above, “Dream of Nabuchodonosor,”
reminds us of an episode of Daniel 5:5-29. In our church, many scenes based on the Book of Daniel, such as
“Three boys in the Fiery Furnace”(diakonikon) or “the Ancient of the Days”(west vault of the naos), are depicted.
King Baltassar had sacked the holy vessels from the temple of Jerusalem, which are also painted in the scene of
“Moses’ Tabernacle” on the east wall of the narthex. The inscription in Gabriel’s hand is, in this way, connected

to many scenes in the church and makes the network of the iconographies complicated.
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