The Secret Meaning Behind Christmas Stockings

(The Legend of the Three Girls – Background)

Devotion to St. Nicholas flourished in central France in the late eleventh and twelfth centuries, resulting in dramatization of several different legends about his marvelous deeds. The best known of the legends to receive dramatic form is that of the three daughters whose poverty-stricken father cannot provide dowries for them. This play became known as the Tres filiae, of which one text survives from the German town of Hildesheim (eleventh or twelfth century) and one from the French Benedictine monastery of Fleury. 

According to the Fleury version, a man of noble birth – who has suddenly lost his fortune – is lamenting to his three marriageable daughters his inability to provide a dowry for them. The first daughter suggests prostitution as the only solution for the difficulty, and asks leave to be the first to sacrifice herself. At this moment, an unseen benefactor tosses a bag of gold through the window, and as the family rejoices and gives thanks to God, a gentleman appears and claims the eldest daughter for his bride.

At once, the lamentation of the father is repeated, word for word, and – as the second daughter recoils at the prospect in store for her – the gold and a gentleman appear a second time. 

After the father’s third lamentation, the remaining daughter urges him to put his trust in God and to remember the tribulations of Job. Again, the (now not altogether) unexpected bag of gold makes its appearance. This time the father dashes out and surprises the unknown benefactor, falling at his feet. Nicholas reveals his identity, disclaiming credit for the gift and ascribing it to God’s generosity. As Nicholas disappears, the rejoicing and the suit for the third daughter’s hand resume their familiar way, and the play comes to an end.

The Latin verse of these plays is so highly lyrical as to suggest a basis in hymnody, perhaps from the office of the saint’s Feast Day. The Te Deum closing the Hildesheim play confirms the association with liturgical Matins, and the Fleury text ends with the antiphon O Christi pietas, which was ordinarily used in Lauds and Vespers of the feast.

Vincent of Beauvais includes the legend in his encyclopedia, and Thomas Aquinas cites Nicholas’ effort to remain unknown in the chapter Of Ingratitude in the Summa Theologica. He writes:

“Seneca also says (De Benef vii): When we say that a man after conferring a favor should forget about it, it is a mistake to suppose that we mean him to shake off the recollection of a thing so very praiseworthy. When we say: He must not remember it, we mean that he must not publish it abroad and boast about it.

“He that is unaware of a favor conferred on him is not ungrateful, if he fails to repay it, provided he be prepared to do so if he knew. It is nevertheless commendable at times that the object of a favor should remain in ignorance of it, both in order to avoid vainglory, as when Blessed Nicholas threw gold into a house secretly, wishing to avoid popularity: and because the kindness is all the greater through the benefactor wishing not to shame the person on whom he is conferring the favor.” (St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Volume 3, p. 1649)

Besides being related in the Latin Vitae, the legend is found in various accounts in the vernacular. 

It is briefly alluded to in the Jeu de St. Nicolas of Jean Bodel and in an unpublished Old French prayer to St. Nicholas of the same period. In German the legend occurs as early as the thirteenth century in the Passionale and in a poem ascribed to Konrad von Würzburg. Schroeder has called attention to a resemblance between the version of the legend in the Corpus Christi play from Kuenzelsau and in a play by Hildesheim.

We also find the subject of Nicholas’ generosity to the maidens treated at some length in two anonymous Old French Lives of St. Nicholas, one of the thirteenth and the other of the fourteenth century. Wace also included it in his Life of St. Nicholas. 

Sermons for the Feast of St. Nicholas are frequent during the twelfth and following centuries, and it is surprising to find how often the legend of the Tres Filiae is brought in. Thus it is very briefly referred to in the sermon by Nicolas de Clairvaux. Alan of Lille and Honorius of Autun refer to the story at greater length. 

After the twelfth century it is mentioned in the sermon preached at the University of Paris on December 6, 1230, by Richard de Cournouailles; in three sermons by Odo of Ch(teauroux; two by Dionysius the Carthusian; two attributed to Bonaventure; and one by Gerson. None of the passages tell the story completely, doubtless because it was familiar to all hearers. 

In one long thirteenth-century homily divided into scholastic divisions and subdivisions, the author (thought to be Bonaventure) forcefully analyzed the manifold gifts given by God to St. Nicholas. He shows, in the story of the three girls’ dowries, how Nicholas could change his temporal goods into spiritual riches.

The dowry legend is referred to more often than any other in the many medieval hymns in honor of St. Nicholas. The antiphons in the office for the Feast of St. Nicholas also refer frequently to the miracle. In the eleventh-century office from Saint-Maur-les-Foss(s, three different antiphons mention the legend.

In Dant(‘s Purgatory, the shade of Hugh Caplet introduces the name of Nicholas in this connection:

Esso parlava ancor della largezza

che fece Niccolao alle pulcelle,

per condurre ad onor lor giovenezza.

[Translation: It spoke further of the generosity of Nicholas toward the maidens in order to conduct their youth to honor.]
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