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K R I S Z T I N A  I L K O

An Illuminated Fragment of the  
Postil on the Lenten Gospels by  
Albert of Padua

A fragment of a fourteenth- century illuminated manuscript 

in the collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art for 

more than a century is here published for the first time 

(fig. 1). It consists of two bifolios. The first leaf is deco-

rated with a finely executed large figural initial depicting 

a preaching friar. The provenance of the fragment can  

be traced only from the late nineteenth century, when  

it arrived at the Museum as a gift to the Library from 

“prominent yachtsman” Louis L. Lorillard in 1896.1 In 1984 

it was transferred from the Thomas J. Watson Library to 

the Department of Medieval Art, and on that occasion 

librarian William B. Walker and curator William D. Wixom 

catalogued it as “Two Bifolia, one with historiated initial 

with a Benedictine preaching.”2 Notes relating to that 

transfer include opinions from some decades earlier of 

Meta Harrsen from the Pierpont Morgan Library and art 

historian Richard Offner, both suggesting that the 
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fig. 1 Manuscript leaf  
from a fragment of the 
Postilla super Evangelia 
Quadragesimalia by Albert 
of Padua with an illumina-
tion in the initial I. Northern 
Italy, ca. 1370– 90. Tempera, 
ink, and gold on parchment; 
11 11⁄16 × 8 in. (29.7 × 20.3 cm). 
The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, Gift of Louis L. 
Lorillard, 1896, transferred 
from the Library (96.32.1a)
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manuscript was from Bologna, about 1350, which 
indeed seems plausible.3

The present research note posits that the preacher 
in the illumination can be identified as an Augustinian 
friar instead of a Benedictine monk. The figure is 
garbed in a black habit girdled with a brown belt, a dis-
tinctive attribute of the Order of Hermits of Saint 
Augustine (OSA). The Augustinians were founded in 
1256 by decree of Pope Alexander IV in his Licet 
Ecclesiae Catholicae, which unified different eremitical 
groups in central Italy.4 While these groups wore a vari-
ety of habits, the papal bull prescribed for the new men-
dicant order a black habit fastened with a leather belt.5 
By the fourteenth century this garment had become the 
Augustinians’ main attribute, used as a powerful visual 
tool to promote their order.6 In an apsidal fresco by 
Guariento di Arpo (1310– 1370) in the church of the 
Eremitani in Padua, Saint Augustine is depicted being 
invested with the Augustinian habit.7 The same habit is 
worn by the Augustinian donor who kneels to the left  
of the enthroned Madonna with Child (ca. 1360– 65) 
painted by Lorenzo Veneziano, now at the Metropolitan 
Museum (fig. 2).8

The illuminated initial I in the Museum’s fragment 
introduces a Latin text, written in two columns, which 

can be identified as a portion of the Postil on the Lenten 
Gospels (Postilla super Evangelia Quadragesimalia), also 
called the Quadragesimalia, by Albert of Padua (ca. 1265– 
ca. 1328).9 Despite references to Albert of Padua as one 
of the greatest theologians of the Augustinian Order 
during the fourteenth century, we have only a limited 
knowledge of his life.10 He lived through a transforma-
tive period for the Augustinian Order, an amalgamation 
of diverse groups of simple, mostly illiterate hermits. In 
the later thirteenth century the order began to produce 
a scholarly elite, of which Albert became an important 
member. He commenced his studies in the order’s 
studium generale in Padua, and in the early fourteenth 
century he attended the University of Paris, where he 
became a doctor of theology.11 While many of his works, 
including his Sententiae, have been lost, two of his 
extensive Gospel commentaries survive.12 Both of them 
are so- called postillae, a form of biblical commentary 
that emerged in the early thirteenth century as a sort of 
intensification of interlinear gloss, expanding the 
meaning of words and short citations from the Bible.13 
The more prominent of them seems to be the Postil on 
the Dominical Gospels (Postilla super Evangelia 
Dominicalia).14 Of the Postil on the Lenten Gospels, there 
are sixteen medieval manuscript copies known; the  
attribution of the Museum’s fragment expands this  
corpus.15 The earliest known reference to the 
Quadragesimalia appears in the 1317 inventory of the 
library of the convent of Santi Pietro e Agostino in 
Massa Marittima, and in the absence of earlier refer-
ences, this offers a terminus ante quem for the work.16 
Albert of Padua’s work was highly appreciated by his 
contemporaries and was praised in Jordan of Saxony’s 
Liber Vitasfratrum, the most extensive fourteenth- 
century account of the Augustinian Order.17 The 
Quadragesimalia remained popular through the late 
Middle Ages and the early modern period, as is shown 
by the several printed editions from the sixteenth cen-
tury.18 These versions are also significant since no criti-
cal—or, indeed, modern—edition of the text has been 
published. Albert of Padua has mostly been discussed 
in art historical scholarship as a possible influence on 
the program for the fresco cycle by Giotto in the Arena 
Chapel in Padua.19

The illumination on the first leaf of the Museum’s 
fragment depicts a friar, presumably Albert of Padua 
himself, preaching from a pulpit. This might seem odd 
since postillae and similar biblical commentaries that 
were intended for scholars and disciples were seldom 
given figural decoration, a possible reason why these 
manuscripts have received limited attention in art 

fig. 2 Lorenzo Veneziano 
(Italian, act. 1356– 1372). 
Detail of the lower right 
corner of Madonna and 
Child Enthroned with Two 
Donors, ca. 1360– 65. 
Tempera on wood, gold 
ground; 42 5/8 × 25 7/8 in. 
(108.3 × 65.7 cm). The 
Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, Robert Lehman 
Collection, 1975 (1975.1.78)
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 historical scholarship. Further, illuminated examples, 
such as the copy of the Postil on the Whole Bible by 
Nicholas of Lyra (ca. 1270– 1349) that originated in the 
convent of San Francesco in Pesaro before 1402, usually 
represent the author as a seated, writing friar.20

The Museum’s fragment of the Quadragesimalia 
contains the preface and three subsequent sections, fol-
lowed by a sermon introduced by a note written in red.21 
The sermon is missing from the printed version of the 
text from 1544 that the present author consulted.22 
A manuscript of the Postil on the Dominical Gospels of 
Albert of Padua from 1470, probably originating in 
northern Italy or perhaps Austria, however, follows the 
same pattern, presenting the exegetical commentary on 
the Gospels followed by two or three sermons.23

The stylistic features of the illumination in the 
Museum’s fragment place the origins of the manuscript 
in the second half of the fourteenth century in northern 
Italy. The execution of the habit and the head of the 
friar, painted in a rudimentary but expressive manner, 
resembles Bolognese illuminations from the mid-  and 
later trecento, while close parallels with the gilded foli-
ate ornamentation can be seen, for instance, in contem-
porary Venetian manuscript art.24 Although it will take 
further research to pinpoint the origins of the Museum’s 

fragment, Bologna seems a convincing possibility. The 
convent of San Giacomo Maggiore was one of the larg-
est and most significant Augustinian houses during the 
fourteenth century, and its extensively decorated choir 
books are prominent examples of Augustinian manu-
script patronage.25 A feature of the Museum’s illumina-
tion that seems characteristically Bolognese is the thick 
white undergarment visible around the neck of the fig-
ure’s black habit. The same detail can be seen on 
Augustinian friars depicted by Nicolò di Giacomo da 
Bologna (act. 1349– 1403) in a miniature representing a 
church consecration in a choir book in the Museo 
Civico Medievale in Bologna (fig. 3).26 Another parallel 
is offered by an illumination in an antiphonary from the 
1360s that shows two Augustinian friars singing; visible 
around their necks is the white of the garments beneath 
their habits. 27 Also notable in this illumination is the 
fine white linear decoration in the blue background, 
which is similar to that in the Museum’s illumination. 
Another illumination by Nicolò di Giacomo, in a copy of 
the Decretals of Gratian, depicts a preacher, a confessor, 
and penitents (fig. 4). It enables us to compare the fig-
ure of Albert of Padua with that of the preaching bishop. 
While the pulpit in the Decretals was depicted as more 
elaborately carved than that in the Quadragesimalia, the 
three- dimensional wooden pulpits and the posture of 
the preachers raising their right hands while resting 
their left on the edge of the pulpit are similar. The more 
rounded eyes and the modeling of the head in the 
Museum’s illumination are somewhat different from 
the elaborate examples by Nicolò di Giacomo. The 
preaching gesture and the execution of the profile of  
the friar are perhaps closer to a cutting depicting Saint 
Augustine from another Bolognese choir book 
attributed to Nicolò di Giacomo.28 Bologna is not the 
only possible place of origin for the Museum’s fragment, 
however: Nicolò di Giacomo and trecento Bolognese 
illumination art were influential in such other contem-
porary northern Italian schools as Padua and the 
Veneto.29 The vivid style of the illumination of the 
Museum’s  fragment also resembles, for example, the 
work of the Master of the Brussels Initials (act. ca. 1390– 
ca. 1420), who was trained in Bologna but then  
worked in Padua.30

Two rounded holes were cut from the top of each of 
the four leaves of the Museum’s bifolios. The shape and 
position of the holes suggest that they may be the result 
of an effort to eliminate traces of ownership. Coats of 
arms and donor portraits, usually on the lower edges  
of folios, are present on numerous contemporary 
Bolognese manuscripts.31 When these have been cut 

fig. 3 Nicolò di Giacomo da 
Bologna (Italian, act. 1349– 
1403). Illumination in an 
initial I for In dedicatione 
templi (Consecration of the 
Church) in Antifonario dei 
Santi, ca. 1389– 98. Tempera 
and gold on parchment, 
illumination 8 × 5 1/4 in. 
(20.4 × 13.3 cm). Museo 
Civico Medievale, Bologna, 
MS 603, fol. 159r



I L KO  133

making it likely that the manuscript from which the 
Museum’s fragment originates was created for an elab-
orate convent library or a learned friar. There are 
numerous notes and the main text is underlined at 
some places, showing that it was studied intensely. We 
must also acknowledge the possibility of a commission 
from outside the Augustinian Order. There were copies 
of Albert’s Quadragesimalia in the libraries of other 
mendicant orders, such as the Sacro Convento of Saint 
Francis in Assisi, where it appears in a 1381 inventory  
of the library.34 The more likely scenario, however, is 
that the manuscript was intended for, or at least later 
obtained by, an Augustinian convent, for an eighteenth- 
century note in the margin at the bottom of the first 
folio attests to further interest in Augustinian theology 
by reminding the reader of the Gospel commentary by 
Simone Fidati (1295– 1347), an Augustinian friar from 
Cascia.35 In this respect, the Museum’s fragment  
could shed light on a new segment of Augustinian 
 manuscript patronage. While antiphonaries and  
graduals from Augustinian convents were often deco-
rated with friars singing or writing—in some cases  
even preparing the parchment for manuscripts—the 
Museum’s illumination offers one of the earliest depic-
tions of an Augustinian friar preaching and a rare  
example of figural decoration in an Augustinian  
Gospel commentary.36
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out, tracing the patronage of the manuscripts becomes 
more difficult. Nevertheless, it can be assumed that the 
Quadragesimalia would have been produced for a 
learned readership.

Bologna, along with Padua, Florence, and Naples, 
as well as the Roman Curia, was the location of one of 
the earliest Italian studia generalia of the Augustinian 
friars; the school was mentioned in the order’s chapter 
acts from 1287.32 Benedict Hackett has suggested that 
Albert left Padua after 1316 and spent time lecturing in 
the school in Bologna before moving to Paris.33 Albert’s 
text was specifically intended for scholars and students, 

fig. 4 Nicolò di Giacomo  
da Bologna. Scene with a 
Preacher, a Confessor, and 
Penitents, illumination in the 
Decretals of Gratian, third 
quarter of the 14th century. 
Tempera and gold on parch-
ment, illumination 7 3/4 × 
7 5/8 in. (19.8 × 19.3 cm). 
Thüringer Universitäts-  und 
Landesbibliothek, Jena,  
MS El. f. 51.C, fol. 271r
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 20 This copy of the Postil on the Whole Bible by Nicholas of Lyra is 
in the University of Manchester Library, Latin MS 29, 30, 31; see 
James 1921, vol. 1, pp. 81– 87. The illumination is on MS 29, 
fol. 1r, described in ibid., p. 83.

 21 Fol. 1r: “Praefatio: In Christi nomine. Quod . . . qui das in munere 
linguas.” Fols. 1r– v, first section: “Cum jejunatis . . . ostentatione 
bonorum.” Fols. 1v– 2v, second section: “Exterminant enim facies 
suas . . . sed evanescit.” Fols. 2v– 3v, third section: “Secundo cum 
dicit . . . commendet humilitas.” Fols. 3v– 4v, fourth section, with 
red note titling the text as “quartus sermo”: “Tertio cum dicit. . . .”

 22 Albert of Padua, In evangelia quadragesimalia utilissimae con
ciones (Paris: apud Audoenum Petit, 1544); Cambridge 
University Library, G*.6.13- (E).

 23 The manuscript, dated 1470 in the colophon, is with the gallery 
Les Enluminures, website accessed October 13, 2017, http://
www.textmanuscripts.com/medieval/albertus- padua- 60845.

 24 An example of similar foliate decoration connected to a nonfig-
ural initial can be seen on fol. 5v of Statuti e lege di Venezia 
(Venice, 1346– 52), Cambridge University Library, MS Add. 7463; 
Binski and Zutshi 2011, pp. 408– 10, no. 427.

 25 See Benevolo and Medica 2003, pp. 231– 84, nos. 11– 25, for 
descriptions of the surviving choir books.

 26 Medica 2003a, p. 62; Medica 2003b.
 27 Nicolò di Giacomo, illumination in an initial A (Alleluia) depicting 

two Augustinians singing, in Antifonario del tempo, Museo 
Civico Medievale, Bologna, MS 600, fol. 40r; Benevolo 2003, 
p. 19, and Benevolo and Medica 2003, p. 258.

 28 Benevolo 2003, p. 13.
 29 For codex illumination in Padua and the Veneto, see Mariani 

Canova 1992.
 30 Medica 2004.
 31 One example is fol. 3v of Antifonario dei Santi, MS 603, Museo 

Civico Medievale, Bologna, along the bottom of which two coats 
of arms, a saint, and two donors are depicted. Next to the donors 
an illumination was cut out from the folio. Medica 2003b, p. 278.

 32 Gutiérrez 1984, p. 143.
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