PRESS RELEASE:
INAUGURATION EVENT AT ST. NICHOLAS CHURCH AT MYRA – DEMRE,
ANTALYA TURKEY

The Event
A special event will be held on September 4, 2005, at St. Nicholas Church in Myra – Demre, Antalya,
Turkey, to inaugurate the opening to public view the newly restored wall paintings in the Church. The
conservation of the richly decorated Southern Burial Chamber forms a significant part of the wall
painting documentation and conservation – restoration works being carried out since 2000. This will
be an opportunity for the sponsors, among them the Vehbi Koç Foundation of Istanbul, the Alexander
S. Onassis Public Benefit Foundation and the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate at Fener, to enjoy the
results of their contribution to protect this valuable monument, and also to tour the excavation site.
The Church
The Church of St. Nicholas survives today as a mid-Byzantine domed basilica, ranked among
specialists as the third important Byzantine structure present in Anatolia. It is of cardinal importance
both as an architectural and religious monument, being named after St. Nicholas, a 4th-century
Bishop of Myra who attained widespread fame for performing miracles, particularly in defense of the
innocent. His cult spread beyond the Byzantine Empire in the 6th -11th centuries, celebrated
especially in the East Church under Russian imperial patronage.
The town of Myra, declared metropolis of Lycia by Emperor Theodosius II, was a holy place and an
important object of conquest, drawing the likes of Harun al Rashid, the merchants of Bari, and the
Venetians, and a pilgrimage spot en route to Jerusalem, as St. Paul is recorded to have passed
through here in 60 A.D.
The significance of the Church of St. Nicholas lies largely in the remarkable mural frescoes depicting
religious scenes, in many rooms, aisles, narthex, burial chamber and chapels. The cycle of Nicholas,
the first and only example in Turkey, is crucial in the development of Byzantine wall painting. The
façade of the northeast annex arcade is also important as the only example of its kind in Anatolia.
Furthermore, the floors inside the church show typical “opus sectile” and “cosmati” stone works.
Today, St. Nicholas Church continues to be a place of pilgrimage.
Protection Works
The Church and its close environs were registered as a 1st-degree archaeological site in 1982, and
also placed on the tentative list of World Heritage Sites by the Turkish Ministry of Culture. An
excavation campaign is active since 1989, the reports of which are published by Prof. Dr. Yildiz
Otuken of Hacettepe University at Ankara, who is the head of the excavation.
A five-year program was formed within the scope of the excavation, with the aim of addressing the
urgent issues of humidity and drainage problems adversely affecting the frescoes, mosaics and
excavated structures. The St. Nicholas Church Project at Myra – Demre focuses on the
documentation and conservation – restoration of wall paintings, as well as other urgent interventions
such as architectural consolidation. The project annually receives $25,000 from the Vehbi Koç
Foundation, conditional to match funding from other bodies. Organizations that have given support
are the the Alexander S. Onassis Public Benefit Foundation (2003-4), Antalya Governorship (2002),
the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate at Fener (2001) and World Monuments Fund – Samuel H. Kress
Foundation (2000). Thanks to the kind support of the Koç and Onassis Foundations, a one-year
extension of the project for 2005 has been possible, which is hoped to continue for a longer period.
As the main project components, the documentation works for wall paintings and architectural
spaces is being carried out by a team of experts from KA.BA Conservation of Historic Buildings and
Architecture Ltd, led by architect Cengiz Kabaoglu, and the conservation – restoration works by a
team led by archeologist and restorer T. Rıdvan Isler. The restored and documented wall paintings
are analyzed and interpreted by art historian Dr. Nilay Coragan Karakaya of Erciyes University.
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Mr. Anthony Papadimitriou, President of Onassis Foundation, making his speech

Mr. Rahmi Koc, Honorary President of Koc Foundation, making his speech

Prof. Dr. Yildiz Otuken briefing guests, excavated northern section of Church

Mr. Ridvan Isler (wall painting conservation team leader) explaining wall painting works to guests,
Southern Burial Chamber

Reception, West Courtyard of Church

L-to-R: Mr. Cengiz Kabaoglu (w.painting architectural documentation team leader), Prof. Otuken, Mr.
Papadimitrioui Mr. Koc and Metropolitan Chrisostomos, Presa Hotel
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