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ONE OF THE TOURISTS’ AND PILGRIMS’
ATTRACTIONS OF ST NICHOLAS’ BASILICA

THE MIRACULOUS COLUMN
IN THE GRATING
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e s S NEECRERRIR SINONINONNTN,
October 15t 1089. At the peep of day. Pope Urban II gets ready to
consecrate St Nicholas’ Crypt and put the Saint’s bones under the altar
of the underground Church. Here, it lacks a column, replaced by a
provisional pillar. A pealing out suddenly awakes the population.
Everybody rushes to the church, and see St Nicholas who, with the help
of two angels, takes away the pillar and put a beautiful column.




The “Miraculous Column” in St
Nicholas’ underground church (the Crypt)
is one of the major attractions both for
tourists and for pilgrims.

According to a popular belief those who
touch it are healed from their evils. Even
more popular in Bari (and more in line with
St Nicholas’ patronages) is the belief that
girls and ladies who touch it shall encounter
a fine husband.

It is more than 750 years that Column is
surrounded by iron bars. Until 1956 it was
in the middle of the three columns at the
extreme right of the Crypt. Afterwards it
was shifted to the right corner.

1. DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE

The stairway at right leads you down to
the Crypt where St Nicholas’ body rests.
After the landing with the Abbot Elia’s
sarcophagus, still few stairs and you are in
the Crypt. If you turn at right, in the corner
you shall see the Miraculous Column in a

It is very ancient. May be it was there
since the XI century. Certainly not later
than XIII century. Its original place was in
the middle of the three columns at right. It
was removed and put where it is now in the
year 1856 during the radical restorations of

the Crypt (1953-1957).

Today i
location,

grating.

Abbot Elia’s Sarcophagus

According to the most ancient legend it
was put there in the night between
September the 30 and October the 1st by St
Nicholas himself. The entire Crypt was
ready for the solemn celebration. It lacked
only one column. A little after midnight all
the city bells started to ring. The people
rushed to St Nicholas’ Basilica and saw St
Nicholas who together with two angels was
putting a beautiful column of reddish
marble.

Lunette of Nicholas
Gliri (1665 ¢,




We don’t know what event gave
occasion to the birth of this legend. It arose
however soon after the construction of the
Church.

The first document goes back to
the year 1359: it is the Testament
Niccolo Acciaiuoli, a famous noble of
Florence who lived at the Naples Royal
court as Queen’s Giovanna I's advisor. In
this parchment, preserved at the State
Archives of Florence, he financed a chapel
«in the underground church, the so called
“Confession”, where the very precious and
sacred body of the famous Confessor rests,
near the column that the glorious Saint
himself put with his hands while the
Church or Confession was built”.

Niccolo Acciaiuoli
(+ 1365), advisor of
the Queen Giovanna
I, friend of Petrarca
and Boccaccio, in his
Testament (1359) is
the first to speak of
the “miracle” of the
column in the
grating.

Parchments of the XIV century often
speak of Masses celebrated at the Column’s
chapel.

The following document goes back to the
year 1486. It is the diary of the Flemish
pilgrim Georges Languerant. It was
published in the “Annales Archéologiques",
t. XXII (1862), pp. 139-140, referred by
Barbier de Montault (pp. 18-20):

When we got down to the Crypt they
showed us a reddish column, that I think
depicted. According to what they said, it
was miraculously transported to this
church by two oxen together with the
Saint’s body and shroud. This column is
surrounded by iron bars and it is possible
to enter through a little door. They told us
that those who are in mortal sin cannot
enter. I did not enter.

The column is in the above mentioned
place, on the right hand.

The Flemish visitor reports some
interesting elements. The column was
located at right hand. To him seemed
depicted (a mistake). And the canons to him
narrated the story of the oxen that
transported it together with the Saint’s body
and shroud.

In other words, the canons ignored that
the choice of the place to build the Basilica
is well documented by Nicephorus. It was
the precise intention of the sailors, who for
this purpose had a clash with the
Archbishop). There cannot be any place for
the oxen fancy.

The oxen
that bear
the columns
at the main
entrance

to the
church.

The fact that it was possible to enter the
grating and also to have an altar inside
brings to the conclusion that in the middle
age the iron bars were wider than we see
today.

Probably the grating was reduced to
narrow dimensions when all the Crypt was
shaped according to the baroque style.

2. THE LEGEND

As we have seen the Legend of the
miraculous column was already formed in
its core in the XIV century. But it was
destined to be further developed till the
unbelievable. The way it was narrated by
the first historian of the city of Bari, the
Jesuit Antonio Beatillo (Historia di San
Nicolo, Napoli 1620, Lib. V, cap. 5, pp. 322-
323) can be divided into three stages:
Rome, Myra, Bari.
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In the Italian edition of St Nicholas News I
have reported the entire text. Here I limit
myself to summing up his story.

[From Rome to Myra] Lib V, cap 5 and
6.

“At the time St Nicholas was in Rome to
revere the pope Sylvester and venerate the
Apostles’ relics this episode took place”.

A woman of easy virtue was condemned
to death and her palace destined to be
demolished. Walking nearby St Nicholas
saw a beautiful column among the ruins. He
pushed it in the waters and it reached
Andriake, Myra’s harbour.

When he was back to Myra, took that
column from the waters and put it close to
his Episcopal throne. @ And there it
remained for more than 740 years.

The events in Bari, (Lib. XI, cap. 3, pp.
859-865

“In the year 1089, the last day of
September” (a mistake: it was the 1t of
October) the pope Urban II consecrated the
major altar of the Crypt of St Nicholas. The
construction was already finished; only one
column was lacking and the abbot Elia
could find it nowhere. He thought therefore
a good thing to replace it with a pillar that
could sustain the vault of the Crypt.

His intention was to find the column later.
But it was not necessary, because St
Nicholas, seeing the love of the Barians,
decided to put the column himself.

The Miraculous column
in the XIX century
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During the night before the consecration,
before the pope put his relics under the
altar, suddenly the bells of all the churches
of Bari started to ring. The people awoke
and rushed to the church. When they were
about to enter the Crypt they saw St
Nicholas that had thrown down the pillar
and, with the help of two angels, was
putting the column.

A watercolour of Mario
Prayer, XX century.




Many pilgrims who later came to the
Basilica and touched the column were
healed of their sicknesses. Therefore the
column became known as the Miraculous
Column.

Later on the Barians lost memory about
which one among the columns was the St
Nicholas’. The doubt was riddled by some
pilgrims from Myra, who affirmed that the
column they were watching was the one
that had disappeared from their church
precisely the night of 30 September 1089.

[This story cannot be true, bacause the
column was always in the grating,
therefore no memory could be lost of it]

Many are the miracles that took place
through the St Nicholas’ column. “And
recently the sailors donated their ex-voto to
remember the graces they had received and
in the hope to continue to have St Nicholas’
help during raging storms”.

Unfortunately, some people (in order to
assure benefices for themselves), scratched
it with various instruments. “That’s why
today it is chipped in several points”.

In the year 1520 the Archbishop of Myra
Methodius with several nobles, on the way
to Rome for a meeting with the emperor
Charles V, came through Bari. When they
saw the column they stated that ancient
writings reported what has been said till
now.

1956. The restoration project
in L_Erypt includes the
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Once in Rome they put in writing what in
Bari had said by words of mouth. And these
documents were found in the Vatican
Library in the year 1578 by the bishop of
Molfetta Nicolo Maiorano. He translated
the text into Latin and I quote it in Italian.
My Humility, arrived in Apulia visited the
Temple of St Nicholas who pours out the
holy Myron. I testify, according to what I
read in the writings of Metaphrastes,
confirm and witness the facts concerning
the miracle of the porphyry column, how
from Rome arrived in Myra and St
Nicholas put it near his Episcopal throne.
This column is now in Bari, where it makes
miracles as it did in Myra. Therefore, as
successor in his Episcopal chair, I grant
100 days of indulgence to all those who go
to visit the aforesaid column.




Dated 24 November 1520. The humble
Archbishop Methodius presiding over
Myra, the city of the Cross, abbot of
Patmos, exarch of the entire Asia, of the
Sea, etc. etc.

A second writing by the 5 governors who
accompanied Methodius was so conceived:

“We Christian sinners of the Island of
Penelope, of the city of Old Patras, came in
Apulia in 1520, on the way to the Emperor
in order to give him our homage. Once in
Bari we, three brothers and our
companions, went to the St Nicholas’
temple to venerate the Saint, and here we
saw a great miracle about which we have
read in his Life.

We are speaking of the column of the
Roman lady of easy virtue, that arrived to
Myra before St Nicholas’ ship was there.
That’s why we have kissed it with great
devotion... We three brothers captains of
the Emperor, John, Acacius and Michael
Premeni, together with Demetrius Fachimo
of Celida, Paul of the city of Diamont,
Apostolos, Zerva, Demetrius, Thomas,
Peter and others we do confirm the above
written.

[There is no need to say that in the
writings of Metaphrastes there is no word
about our column]

3. FROM BEATILLO TILL TODAY

In the margin of his text (lib. XI, cap. 3),
Beatillo points out as his source a
manuscript "carducciano”. In the Index of
Authors it is qualified only as “given to us
by mr. Giuseppe Carducci”. In another
place  Beatillo speaks of “ancient
manuscripts of St Nicholas’ church in Bari”.
Such a dim information is useless. Even the
learned canon Niccold Putignani in the
following century was unable to find these
manuscripts.

In the XVII century Nicolas de Bralion
summarizes Beatillo’s text.

New elements adds to the legend the story
narrated by the canons to the Russian

famous pilgrim Basile Grigorovi¢ Barskij in
the year 1724. To him was told that some
days before the consecration the column
was seen by fishermen in the waters of the
harbor of Bari. Whoever tried to touch it did
not succeed because the column soon went
to the bottom of the sea. They did not try
anymore to take it, but they could see it
again when with all the people rushed to the
church and saw St Nicholas putting
precisely that column in the crypt.

Worthy of interest is the Istoria di S.
Niccolo by the above mentioned Niccolo
Putignani, issued in Naples in the year 1771.
Although a good scholar, Putignani was
unable to find the ancient manuscripts
quoted by Beatillo. But he seems to believe
to the story of St Nicholas putting the
column (pp. 380-381), doubting only about
the “Roman” and “Myran” stage of the
legend.

The canon Francesco Saverio Abbrescia
(Compendio storico, Bari 1846; Bari 1909,
p. 57; La Real Basilica..., Bari 1847, p. 39)
and Father Giuseppe Pusino, of the Pious
Schools, (S. Nicolo, Tivoli, 1931, p. 176)
limit themselves to summarize Beatillo’s
story.

The first to speak of tradition instead than
of miracle is Fray Pablo de San Nicolas in
the XVIII century, while the first to speak of
legend was at the end of XIX century the
archaeologist Barbier de Montault. He
pointed out that it is not porphyry, but
reddish breccia.

“Curious legend flourished in the shadow
of the Basilica” is the expression used by the
canon Francesco Nitti di Vito in the first
half of the XX century.

4. CONCLUSION

We do not know what episode has given
birth to the legend of the miraculous
column. It could have happened something
close to it, but no document speaks of it.

Going back in the research the first
evidence we find is the testament of a
protagonist of the Angevin history of
Naples: Niccolo Acciaiuoli (+ 1365), first
advisor of the Queen of Naples Giovanna I.
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In the testament, dated 1359, he says that
he financed a chapel near the column that
was put in the crypt by St Nicholas himself
just before the consecration of the crypt
(October 15t 1089).

After him it was the Flemish traveler
George Languerant in 1486 to report the
canons’ story that the column was brought
there by oxen together with the Saint’s body
and shroud.

Full of miracles and legendary facts is the
story narrated by the Jesuit historian
Antonio Beatillo in his Historia di San
Niccolo, Naples 1620. Nicola goes to Rome
to give homage to pope Sylvester. While
walking he spots a column among the ruins
of a house belonging to a lady sentenced to
death because of easy virtue. He pushes it
into the waters and the column
miraculously arrives in the harbour of
Myra. When he too arrived there, took it
from the waters and put it at side of his
Episcopal throne. At dawn of October the
first, the day the pope Urban II has to
consecrate the crypt, is lacking a column
(substituted by a pillar). All of a sudden all
the city bells start to ring. The people
rushes to the church and see the Saint who
with two angels puts this column so to have
the crypt ready for the celebration.

But, Beatillo’s story doesn’t hold water in
many points. 1. St Nicholas never went to
Rome and never went through Bari. Only
one Greek text speaks of such a trip
(Periodot Nikolaou, St Nicholas’ travels),
but it is an unreliable text and, anyway,
doesn’t mention any column; 2. The Barians
couldn’t lose memory about which one was
St Nicholas’ column, because throughout
history it was always surrounded by iron
bars; 3. In no place Metaphrastes writes
about the column.

The paying of homage to the pope and
the granting of indulgences reveals the
Latin catholic origin of the legend, created
in order to show the providential continuity
between Myra, the ancient resting place of
the Saint, and Bari, the new resting place
where the pilgrims should come if they
want to enjoy the Saint’s protection.

Sixty years ago, its destiny changed
because it was included in the project

(1953-1957) of radical restoration of the
crypt.

The miraculous column, originally together
with the others (the second one, straight
ahead when entering the crypt) was
replaced and shifted in the corner under the
lunette of St Nicholas’ birth.

All the bases of the columns were
excavated in order to bring the floor 40
centimeters lower. The miraculous column
was excavated in 1956 all around like the
others. Finally it was removed and a new
column was put at its place. The capital was
left where it was, but the column with its
mosaic base was shifted into the right
corner.

The beautiful mosaic base reminds us
that probably the entire crypt had such a
floor and that in the centuries the pilgrims’
trampling worn it, sparing it only around
the altar and near the sacristy.
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THE MAY ST NICHOLAS’ FESTIVAL
THE 926" ANNIVERSARY OF THE TRANSLATION
7-8-9- OF MAY 2013

April - Saturday 27
Ore 17,45. Exposition of the Saint’s statue
Holy Mass celebrated by the
Sacrist (Fr. Giovanni Distante)
April - Sunday 28
Ore 18,30 Holy Mass by the Rector (Fr.
Lorenzo Lorusso) at the harbour.
Draw of the trawler that May 8th
shall take St Nicholas’ statue on
the sea
April 29, 30 and May the 1st:
Novena. Celebration of the H.
Mass by the Provincial of the
Dominicans (Fr. Francesco La
Vecchia).
May 2: 18,30 H. Mass by the Vice-
Rector Fr. Santo Pagnotta, o.p.
May 3: 18,30 H. Mass by Mons. Piero
Marini, president of the Pontifical
Counsel for Eucharistic Interna-
tional Congresses
Organ Concerto
May 4: 18,30 H. Mass by Fr. Alessio
Romano, Administrator .
May 5-7: H. Mass by mons. Tommaso
Valentinetti, archbishop of Pescara.
Attend to it voluntary organizations
sick persons with their relatives
May 7. S. Giorgio Bay: H. Mass and
Boarding of St Nicholas’ picture
Corteo Storico (Historical Parade)
May 8.: 4,30 Opening of the Basilica
H. Masses: 5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13
6,45: Procession
10.00: Si. Nicholas’ quay. H. Mass
by Card. Fernando Filoni, prefect
of the Congregation for the
Evangelization of the Peoples
Boarding of St Nich. statue.
16,00: Italian Air Force display
Team (Frecce Tricolori)
18,00 H. Mass by rev Franco
Lanzolla, Cathedral Parish priest
20,00 Landing of the statue

Fireworks.

May — Thursday, 9: 926° Anniversary

of the Translation from Mira to Bari

7,30e 9,30  H. Masses in the Basilica

12,00 H. Mass in Ferrarese Square

18,30 H. Mass in the Basilica by Card.
Fernando Filoni; at the end:
Extraction of the Holy Manna
(Myron)

22,30 S. Antonio quay. Fireworks

May — Friday 10: h. 17,00
Procession of the Statue from Ferrarese
Square to the Cathedral Church.

May — Sunday 19: h. 20,00

Procession of St Nicholas’ Statue

From the Cathedral Church to the Basilica
of St Nicholas.

May — Wednesday 22 (May 9th old style)
Russian Orthodox feast of the
Translation from Myra to Bari.
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BEST REGARDS TO ALL
ST NICHOLAS’ FRIENDS
FROM A FESTIVE BARI




