
 

1 
 

LL 

 

 

 

Everybody knows that today the Serbs are 
not very ecumenically minded (because of 
the historical contrasts with the Catholic 
Croatians). But, in the Middle Ages they 
were among the Orthodox more open 
minded with the Catholics.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The best example is the relationship that the 
Saint Orthodox Tsars had with the Basilica of St 

Nicholas in Bari. Even today it is a Serbian 
large and very precious icon to serve as a 
background to the altar-tomb where St 
Nicholas’ body rests.  
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SERBIA AND THE BASILICA OF ST NICHOLAS              

THE GIFTS OF THE ORTHODOX TSARS 
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A communication channel to keep in touch with St Nicholas’ Friends 

around the world 

 

 

From Fr Gerardo Cioffari, o.p.,                                                              

director of the                                                                                                       

St Nicholas Research Center  in Bari 
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A GREAT EXAMPLE OF ECUMENISM             

IN THE NAME OF ST NICHOLAS                      

IN THE MIDDLE AGES  

 

 

The large        

very precious 

icon of Saint 

Stephen Uroš III 

Dećanski (1327) 

behind and above 

St Nicholas tomb 
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Beyond the demographic-migratory events, 
the relationship between Bari and Serbia has 
a birthday: the year 1081. The barian 
Argirizzo leaded a rebellion in Bari against 
Robert Guiscard (Feb. 3rd 1079). To avoid 
Robert’s vengeance he fled to Serbia with his 
daughter Giaquinta, who in 1081 became the 
wife of Bodin (Letopis’ Popa Dukljanina).  
Her son George was a protagonist of the 
Serbian history of the first two decades of 
the XIIth century. Around the year 1196 is 
witnessed the first gift to the Basilica by St 
Simeon (monastic name of Stephen 
Nemania). Relationships with Apulia 
improved when Helen, daughter of Baldwin 
II, became wife of Uroš I, and was loved by 
both her sons Dragutin and Uroš II. When 
his mother died (1314) Uroš II Milutin did 
not forget the religious education received, 
and in 1319 made an extraordinary donation 
to the Basilica of St Nicholas. He 
commissioned the realization of silver works 
that had to cover the entire chapel of the 
altar under which the relics of St Nicholas 
rest. A void silver altar, full of artistic 
sculptures, was intended to englobe the 
Saint’s stone altar.  
In the year 1480, the silver chapel was 
removed because King Ferrante of Aragon 
needed to pay the soldiers who fought for 
the liberation of Otranto (occupied by the 
Saracens). Of the great donation of 1319 was  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
saved only the silver altar. In the year 1620 
Antonio Beatillo, a Jesuit father of Bari, 
described this altar that in the year 1684, in 
the course of the Baroque period, was 
melted and completely remade in the new 
style by the neapolitan artists Ennio 
Avitabile and Dominic Marinelli. Removed 
in 1953 in occasion of the restoration of the 
Crypt, it was no more put at its original 
place, but left in the right transept of the 
upper Church.  
The exceptionality of Milutin’s donation 
pushed into error many local writers, who 
attributed to him all the other donations 
from the Tsars of Serbia, as for example 
Uroš III’s large icon. Furthermore, Beatillo 
affirms a pilgrimage to Bari of Uroš II with 
his wife Helen and the sons. But this is not 
correct, because Helen was repudiated 
already in 1282 and now Milutin was with 
his fourth wife Simonide. If it were true, a 
similar event would have been registered in 
the Angevin Records.   
For some time myself wrote about the “Uroš 
II’s icon”, but the reading of Serbian 
scholars put doubts in my mind, and 
decided to verify personally on the 
parchment Inventory of 1361 taking into 
account the way of qualifying the donators: 
Rex Urosius, Rex Sclavonie, Cesar 
Sclavonie. I arrived to the conclusion that 
the icon was donated by Uroš III (blinded by 

 

PARCHMENT           
of the year 1361 

Length: five meters 
written by the treasurer 
Dionisius de Merlino.            

In this parchment 
preserved in                  

the Basilica’s Archives 
can be found              

listed and described             
all the gifts of the rulers 

of Serbia.             
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the father on the charge of conspiracy) to 
thank St Nicholas for having given back to 
him the sight.  This icon had a very large 
diffusion in Europe and was known as the 
true Image of the Saint (Vera effigies).   
Following his ancestors’ devotion, Stephen 
Dušan in 1346 decided to give to the Basilica 
part of the tributes due to him by the 
submitted city of Dubrovnik.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

His parchment with the donation was written in 
latin with the new imperial formulas in ancient 
slavonic language, and dated Skopje 1346. With 
its beautiful golden seal today it is preserved in 
the Museo Nicolaiano.   

My book: The Serbian Tsars, Apulia and St 
Nicholas (Bari 1989) has been in 2011 
translated into Sebian language by my friend 
Dragan  Mraović. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PERIOD OF                   

LARGEST EXPANSION OF 

THE SERBIAN KINGDOM 

AT THE TIMES OF                  

STEPHEN UROŠ IV DUŠAN 

(+ 1355) 



 

4 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By Rex Urosius (Uroš II Milutin): 
1) Candelabro duo magna de argento, quodlibet 

ipsorum altitudinis canne unius in parte 
deaurate, cum quinque pernis magnis deauratis 
in ipsorum quolibet, que facta fuerunt de argento 
Regis Urosij. Que quidem candelabro sunt plena 
ligno et ferro in pedibus ponderis cum toto ligno 
et ferro librarum centum duarum et unciarum sex 

(n. 4).  

2 )  Turribulum unum magnum de argento album 
cum campanilibus cum xmaltis coloris celestris 
cum ymaginibus crucifixi, sancti Nicolai et beate 
Marie Annuntiate et Regis Urosij ponderis 
librarum trium et unciarum decem (n. 20). 

 

By Rex Sclavonie (Uroš III Dećanski) 

3) Teletta una de drappo aureo cum nodis aureis ad 
modum crucis et cum rotis de auro et intus in 
dictis rotis sunt quedam bestie innote et 
diversorum aliorum laborum et missa fuit per 
Regem Sclavonie cum ycona magna cum 
gramata una cum quatuor nodis longitudinis 
cannarum duarum cum dimidia (n. 161).  

4) Lampas una magna et suptilis deaurata cum 
multo labore missa per quemdam Sclav . . .  
librarum duarum et unciarum undecim . . . ( n .  
1 6 3 ) . 
 

By Cesar Sclavonie (Stephen Dušan) 

5) Turribulum unum de argento deauratum, 
missum per Cesarem Sclavonie ad campanile cum 
xmaltis quatuor ad aquilas rubeas cum duobus 
capitibus et cum duobus aliis dragonibus et cum 
catinellis duplis de argento, in quibus catinellis sunt 
pomecti quinque in medio ponderis librarum qua-
tuor et unciarum novem (n. 19).  
6) Mitra una donata per Cesarem Sclavonie ad 

operam de Sirmia de argento et auro astratto cum 

ymaginibus salvatoris beate virginis sancti Ioannis 

Baptiste et cum medietate ymaginum apostolorum 

petri et pauli et ex alio latere cum ymagine beati 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nicolai et duobus aliis sanctis confexoribus et aliis 

duobus sanctis a medietate superius, in cuius 

pendulis sunt flaella ad arma ipsius Cesaris coloris 

ferrei et campus ipsius mitre est sanguineus cum 

pernis ab uno latere quadringentis nonaginta et ab 

alio latere quingentis decem et septem (n. 124) . 

7) Stola una ad opera Sirrie missa per Cesarem 

Sclavonie de auro et argento astratto cum 

ymaginibus tresdecim sanctorum infoderata 

cendato rubeo (n. 241).  

8) Manipulum unum de eodem opere cum flaellis 

duabus ad arma dicti Cesaris et cum certis 

dragonibus frondatis (n. 242). 

9) Lampas una magna de argento missa ecclesie per 

Cesarem Sclavonie pulcherrimis et nobilibus 

catinellis de argento ponderis librarum sex et un-

ciarum decem . . . ( n .  4 7 4 ) .   

10) Lampas una cum catinellis de argento missa per 

Cesarem Sclavonie . . . apostolis ... duodecim 

deauratis et cum licteris videlicet Cesar [Gregorius] 

me fecit fieri ponderis librarum sex et unciarum 

decem (n. 474).  

 

Without mention of the donator    

[But Uroš II and Uroš III] 
 

Altare magnum ornatum per totum circum 

circa argento ... cum ymaginibus sanctorum et 

desuper tribunal ipsius altaris ornatum est et 

cohopertum de argento per totum cum ymaginibus 

dei patris in medio quatuor evangelistarum in 

figuris luna et stellis (n. 472). 

 

Retro ipsum altare est tabula una que 

extenditur de una columpna ad aliam que quidem ex 

( . . . )  cohoperta et ornata est de argento per totum 

cum ymaginibus beati Nicolai et sanctorum cum 

pomis novem de argento deauratis super positis in 

ipsa tabula (n. 473).  

THE GIFTS                                                                        
TO THE ST NICHOLAS’ BASILICA                         

BY THE                                                                                                     
ORTHODOX TSARS OF SERBIA  

REGISTERED                                                                                                 

IN THE GREAT INVENTORY ROLL OF 1361  
 

(Edited in the Codice Diplomatico Barese, vol. XVIII, Trani 1950)  
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UROŠ II MILUTIN  

1282-1321 

In the year 1319                           

he commissioned                      

rich silver works covering    

walls and vault                             

of the entire chapel 

surrounding St Nicholas’ altar, 

an exceptional complex           

that lasted till 1480,                

after which remained only the 

beautiful silver altar.  

 The silver altar                  

covered St Nicholas’ tomb  

from 1319 to 1684,                 

when it was melted                   

and chiseled in Naples 

according to the new        

Baroque style.                         
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UROŠ III DEČANSKI 

1322-1331 

To his large Icon              
were always reserved very 

prestigious placements: 
frontal place in St Nicholas 
Treasury or, as it is today, 

serving as majestic 
background behind              
St Nicholas’ tomb. 

It was Uroš III’s       
thanking gift to the Saint 

for the                                                                              
recovered sight,                                                     

after being blinded              
by the father                        

on a charge of conspiracy.      

 
 

  

ST NICHOLAS’ MIRACLE      

GIVING BACK THE SIGHT TO       

ST STEPHEN UROŠ III DEČANSKI        

HAD A WIDE CIRCULATION                 

IN THE ORTHODOX SLAVIC 

COUNTRIES AND WAS INSERTED 

IN THE LIVES OF SAINTS,         

LIKE THE                                        

VELIKIJA MINEI ČETII                           

OF THE MOSCOW 

METROPOLITAN MAKARIJ 

ABOUT 1560.  
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STEPHEN UROŠ IV DUŠAN  

1331-1355 

Little, but very precious (not only 
for its golden seal), is the 
parchment that Stephen Dušan 
gave to the Basilica’s canons Nicola 
of Barletta and Nicola Acquaviva 
that 20th August 1346 in Skopje. 
Stephen, by God’s grace, faithful to 
Christ emperor of the Serbs, of the 
Seacoast, of the Greeks and of the 
Western countries, gives part of the 
tributes due to him by the city of 
Dubrovnik to the “Church  of St 
Nicholas of Bari, where the Saint’s 
body rests, surrounded by 
veneration and from whose tomb 
incessantly the manna springs”.  
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Summary: Stephen Nemania had three 
sons: Dragutin, Milutin and Stephen. 
Dragutin killed his father in battle, but being 
repented, left the reign to Uroš Milutin, who 
defeated his younger brother Stephen who  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

had revolted against him. Because he had  a 
pleasant character (= Milutin), forgave his 
brother and lived an exemplary Christian 
life. 

 

Antonio Beatillo                                                                                                

Historia della Vita, miracoli, traslatione e gloria 

dell’illustrissimo Confessore di Christo S. Nicolò, 

Arcivescovo di Mira e Patrono della Città di Bari,  

Napoli 1620. 

 

A. Beatillo, History of the life, miracles, translation and glory of the 

very illustrious Christ’s Confessor St Nicholas, archbishop of Myra 

and patron Saint of Bari, Naples 1620 
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Summary:  Uroš Milutin defeated Calam, the 
ruler of the Turks of Lidia, and distinguished 
himself as builder of many monasteries. When 
he died, he was venerated as a Saint.   

From the first wife (Isabel) Milutin had 
Ladislaus, who killed by crucifixion his brother 
Constantine. From the second wife (Helen) he 
had Uroš and Stephen, who expelled Ladislaus 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(who fled to Croatia). Stephen died and all the 
power was taken by Uroš the Blind (because his 
sight was bad). His son Stephen Dušan gathered 
many countries and proclaimed himself 
Emperor of Bulgaria. 

NB. Beatillo doesn’t say (or ignores) that Uroš 
III “the Blind” was so because he was blinded by 
the father Uroš II Milutin. 
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Summary: For further news, you may read the 
“Annali di Ragusa” by Giacomo di Piero Luccari. 

Urosio the Saint  (= Uroš II Milutin) came to 
Bari with the second wife Helen, and the sons 
Constantine, Urosius and Stephen, while 
Ladislaus remained to govern the Reign.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Before leaving Bari he commissioned the silver 
covering of the entire chapel of St Nicholas 
shrine. This magnificent silver chapel was 
carried out by Obrad of Kotor, Roger de Invidia 
and Robert of Barletta in the year 1319. This is 
written in an inscription put in the back side of 
the silver altar. 
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Summary: In the year 1319, month of June, 

second indiction, Urosius Rex … commissioned 

this altar, the large silver icon, the vault 

covering on the altar, lamps and large silver 

candelabra, to the honor of God and his St 

Nicholas. As supervisor he appointed Obrad of 

Kotor, son of Siflava, a very expert master. And 

we, chief-master Roger de Invidia and master 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Robert of Barletta carried out everything 

faithfully, working from the  month of June till 

the end of the month of March of the following 

year, third indiction (= 1320). 

Today remains only the silver altar. All the rest 

of the great “opus” (as well as the main part of 

the icon) doesn’t exist anymore. 
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Summary: The silver altar is 9 palms and a 
half  long, 6 palms wide, and 4 palms high. It has 
frontal little doors and beautiful statues all 
around. I (Beatillo) omit the inscriptions about 
the King and his son Constantine. The silver 
icon, six palms high and 14 wide, with a 4 palms 
St Nicholas statue in the middle, scenes of the 
Saint’s life, and (all around) 13 little statues of 
Christ, the Virgin and various Saints.  

In my (Beatillo’s) days the silver icon has been 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

reduced to 8 palms, and pushed back in order to 
leave place to the tabernacle, previously above 
the icon, and therefore not easy to reach and 
open. Besides other gifts, Uroš left also a fund 
for liturgical services in the Crypt and an annual 
procession in the Church for his soul. 

NB. From the description is clear that the icon 
was entirely of silver (not a wooden-table 
covered by silver). 
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Summary: The procession doesn’t take place 
anymore, probably because of his being glorified 
as a Saint. He gave also a wooden picture 7 
palms high and 4 wide, with the Saint in 
patriarchal vestments. At his feet Saint Urosius 
and his wife Helen. From everywhere in the 
world are sent artists to copy this marvelous 
work,  considered to present the true image of St 
Nicholas, that is the one that was beaten by the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

merchant to whom the thieves had stolen all his 
goods. Helen and her sons left other gifts to the 
Church. 

NB. Beatillo ascribes equally to Uroš II Milutin 
the large wooden icon covered by silver, and his 
opinion has been followed till recent times. 
Today is prevailing the attribution of the gift to 
Uroš III Dečanski (Beatillo’s  “the Blind”). 
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Summary: Helen and her sons donated to the 
Church another icon, half in dimension 
compared to in the previous one. Under their 
images there are these inscriptions: Rex 
Stephanus, filius Urosii Regis Serviae; then Rex 
Urosius filius Urosii Regis Serviae; and 
Memento Domine famulae tuae Helenae Dei 
gratia Reginae Serviae, uxoris magni Regis 
Urosii, matris Urosii et Stephani, 
suprascriptorum Regum. Hanc yconam ad 
honorem sancti Nicolai ordinavit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Helen’s icon was put at the right hand of the 
silver chapel, above the wooden box in which the 
barian sailors brought St Nicholas relics. The 
large King’s icon is kept in the treasury and 
brought outside only for processions to invoke 
the Saint’s help in some calamities. 

NB. Although with the names of Helen, Stephen 
and Uroš is not easy to find our way around 
among the Serbian kral’ families, I think Beatillo 
is mistaken and that Helen  here is the wife of 
Uroš I and not Uroš II.  

 


