THE MISSAL SAINT FRANCIS CONSULTED
Noel M uscat OFM
In the beginnin g of the last century , the attention of scholars of Franciscan history
th
was drawn to a medieval 13 century M issal comin g from Umbria, which was the
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prop erty of Josep h Baer, a librarian and antiquarian at Frankfurt in Germany . The
Missal was considered as being the one which contained the Gospel texts which Francis
of Assisi had consulted together with Bernardo da Quintavalle and Pietro Cattanio in the
church of San Nicolò in the main square of Assisi in 1208. The M issal was subsequently
bought by Henry Walters and taken over to the United States, where it is kept at the
Walters Art Gallery (600 North Charles Street, Baltimore, M D 21201 USA) among the
mediev al manuscrip ts (marked as codex W 75). I personally had the unique opp ortunity
2
to visit the manuscrip t section and consult this M issal which Saint Francis knew.
The S ources account regarding the Missal of S an Nicolò
In 1209 Francis and his first comp anions went to Rome in order to receive the
oral ap proval of their evangelical form of life from Pop e Innocent III. Francis p resented
the Pop e with his “Propositum”, or “Forma Vitae”, based on the words of the Gospel.
This form of life, sometimes known as the “Protoregula”, or First Rule, of the
brothers, and which received oral app roval by Innocent III, is considered to be lost.
However, we do have some indications of its existence in the Testament, in the Rule of
1221, and in some of the med ieval biograp hers of the life of Saint Francis.
In the Testament Francis writes: “And after the Lord gave me some brothers, no
one showed me what I h ad to do, but the M ost High Himself rev ealed to me that I should
live accordin g to the p attern of the Holy Gospel. And I had this written down simply and
in a few words and the Lord Pop e confirmed it for me.” 3
There have been many attempts to reconstruct the famous “Prop ostium vitae” of
1209, but all have b een unsuccessful. What we can say , however, is that the same Gosp el
texts which Francis found in the M issal of San Nicolò, are to be found in sections of the
“Regola non Bullata”, or Earlier Rule, of 1221. The texts are the followin g:
“The rule and life of these brothers is this, namely : to live in obedience, in
chastity, and without anything of their own, and to follow the teachin g and footprints of
1
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our Lord Jesus Christ, who says: «If you wish to be p erfect, go, sell ev ery thing y ou have
and giv e it to the p oor, and y ou will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me» (Mt
19:21). And: «If any one wishes to come after me, let him deny himself and take up his
4
cross and follow me» (Mt 16:24).”
“When the brothers go through the world, let them «take nothing for the journey ,
neither knap sack, nor p urse, nor bread, nor money , nor walkin g stick» (Lk 9:3).
«Whatever house they enter, let them first say: Peace to this house» (Lk 10:5).” 5
In his “Life of Saint Francis”, Thomas of Celano gives us the oldest account of
Francis’ visit to Pop e Innocent III: “When blessed Francis saw that the Lord God was
daily increasin g their numbers, he wrote for himself and his brothers p resent and future,
simp ly and in a few words, a form of life and a rule. He used p rimarily words of the holy
gosp el, lon gin g only for its p erfection. He inserted a few other things necessary for the
practice of a holy way of life. Then he went to Rome with all his brothers, since he
greatly desired that the Lord Pop e Innocent the Third confirm for him what he had
written.”6
How are we to interp ret the words of the Testament, where Francis states that no
one revealed to him the Gospel way of life if not the Almighty ? The answer is to be
found in the account of the consultation of the Gosp el texts in the Missal of the church of
7
San Nicolò in Assisi.
The church of San Nicolò “iuxta p lateam civitatis Assisii” was built round about
the y ear 1000 in the central square of Assisi, today Piazza del Comune. Accord in g to the
Assisi historian Arnaldo Fortini, the merchants had a particular devotion to Saint
Nicholas, and that is why this church was built in the mark et p lace of the town, and quite
close to Pietro di Bernardon e’s own house in Via Portica. It was the p arish church of
Francis of Assisi. Today the church of San Nicolò does not exist any more, but one can
still visit its romanesque cript, which is a museum of historical remains from the Roman
Forum of Assisi. In the p lace where the church once stood there is still a small chap el
with a 14th century p ainting by the school of Simone M artini, depicting the Virgin, and
known as the “Madonna del Pop olo”. This painting was once on the facade of the church
8
of San Nico lò.
The Gosp el texts which Francis found in the M issal of San Nicolò are given to us
by the Sources. We quote the Legend of Three Companions 28-29:
“Rising at daybreak, then, to gether with another man named Peter [Pietro
Cattanio], who also wanted to become a brother, [Francis and Bernardo da Quintavalle]
went to the church of San Nicolò next to the piazza of the city of Assisi. They entered for
pray er, but, because they were simp le, they did not know how to find the p assage in the
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Gosp el about renunciation. They p ray ed devoutly that the Lord would show them his
will on op ening the book the first time.
Once they had finished p ray er, blessed Francis took the closed book and, kneelin g
before the altar, op ened it. At its first op ening the Lord’s counsel confronted them: «If
you wish to be p erfect, go, sell every thing y ou p ossess and give to the p oor, and you will
have a treasure in h eaven» (M t 19:21 [?] = Mk 10:21).
Blessed Francis was overjoy ed when he read this p assage and thanked God. But
since he was a true worship p er of the Trinity, he desired it to be confirmed by a threefold
affirmation. He op ened the book a second and a third time. When he opened it up the
second time he saw: «Take nothing for y our journey» (Lk 9:3), and at the third opening:
«If any man wishes to come after me, he must deny himself» (M t 16:24).
Each time he op ened the book, blessed Francis thanked God for confirmin g his
plan and the desire he had conceived earlier. After the third divine confirmation was
pointed out and exp lained, he said to those men, Bern ard and Peter: ‘Brothers, this is our
life and rule and that of all who will want to join our comp any . Go, therefore, and fulfill
9
what y ou have heard.’”
The Anony mous of Perugia gives us an interesting detail in the story : “After
finishin g the p ray er, they asked the priest of the church who was there: ‘Sir, would y ou
10
show us the Gosp el of Our Lord Jesus Christ.’”
All the Sources agree that the church in which Francis and his co mpanions
consulted the Gosp el texts in the M is sal was that of the piazza of Assisi, namely , San
11
Nicolò. However, the Actus-Fioretti both state that the episode hap p ened in the church
of the vescovado, or bishop ’s residence, in Assisi. Considering that these texts come
th
from the mid or second half of the 14 century , this location is p robably the result of a
lack of precision in the memory of the friars who transmitted the fact orally . The older
texts all sp eak of San Nico lò, or “one of the city ’s churches.”
The three Gospel texts supp osedly were Mt 19:21, Lk 9:3 and M t 16:24. The first
text, however, p resents various p roblems since, according to detailed studies of the
12
contents of the M issal of San Nicolò at Baltimore by Laurent Gallant, there is no
reference to Mt 19:21, but rather to the p arallel text of M k 10:21. This detail led some
scholars to question whether the M issal conserved at Baltimore was actually that which
Francis had consulted. Since the two sy noptic texts are quite similar, howev er, it is
gen erally accepted that the text which Francis consulted was that of M ark and not that of
Matthew.
The method used by Francis in op enin g for three times the M issal in a random
way was already known in the M iddle Ages by the name “sortes apostolorum,” or “sortes
sanctorum.” It was a method based on an act of adoration of the Holy Trinity (three
op enings of the M issal) in order to decip her God’s will in the Holy Gosp el within a
liturgical setting (the medieval missal of Baltimore contains the Gosp el texts of the
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Mass). In fact, the manuscript of Baltimore is not a Gospel book, but a M issal, which
was used for the celebration of M ass.13
The Missal of San Nicolò conserved in Baltimore
The Baltimore manuscrip t is a volume having the dimensions of 30cm in len gth
and 20cm in width. It contains a total of 285 folios, written in two columns on both
sides. It also contains a liturgical calendar.
The M issal commences with the “Prop rium de temp ore”, and goes from the
“Dominica I de adventu” until the “Dominica XXVI p ost Pentecosten” (f. 1-159v).
There follows the Ordinary of the M ass, (f. 160r-171r). with a beautiful Crucifixion scene
on the folio where the Roman Canon stars with the latin words “Te igitur”. Another
section includes the Christmas season, comprising a “Proprium de sanctis”, and goin g
from 24 December (“Vigilia nativitatis Domini”) until 13 January (Octava Ep ip haniae)
on folios 171r-182r. On folio 182v begins the “Prop rium sanctorum” with the feasts of
the saints in the calendar, excludin g those in the Christmas season (f. 182v-244r). There
is then a “Commune San ctorum” (f. 244v-255v) and a series of “Missae diversae” (255v278r). On folio 278v there is a M ass for the feast of St. Paul the Hermit, and on e for the
feast of St. Ubaldo. Interesting is the addition of a M ass in honour of the Eucharist,
containin g a readin g (1Cor 11:23-29) and a Gospel (Jn 6:55-58), together with the
14
Sequen ce “Lauda Sion” (f. 279rv). The rest of the manuscrip t (f. 280r-285v) contains a
liturgical calendar. But this p art seems to have been added later on to the Missal, because
normally the calendar would be found in the op ening p ages of the M issal and not at the
end.
In the Prop er of the Saints, the M ass for the dedication of a church refers to that of
Saint Rufinus (f. 282v), and this is a p roof that the M issal was destined to be used in a
church belon ging to the d iocese of Assisi, which as Saint Rufinus as its p atron saint. The
Missal also celebrates a “translatio sancti Nicolai”, and is a sign of the link between it
and a church which was dedicated to this saint. In the M issal, we find some exp ressions
referrin g to “clericos”, or “fratres” in the rubrics. For examp le, in the liturgy of Good
Friday , the rubric states: “Interim, tres fratres in medio chori cantent versus grecos Agios,
O Theos ... Finita antip hona: Ecce lignum, fratres in choro cantent istas antip honas ...
Tunc fratres dicunt vesp eras” (f. 93r). This detail has led scho lars to sup p ose that the
Missal was destined to be used in a canonical or monastic church. The difficulty lies in
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the fact that the church of San Nicolò in Assisi was a small p arish church, whereas there
was a monastic church of San Nico lò di Campolungo, in the Assisi contado. 15
This difficulty , coup led with the p roblem of the exact Gospel text in the case of
Mt 19:21 or M k 10:21, has p rompted scholars to ask whether the manuscript of Baltimore
could be the actual M issal consulted by Saint Francis in 1208.
The Missal which S aint Francis consulted
It seems that the first p erson to have studied in d epth the M issal of San Nicolò
was M ichele Faloci Pulignan i way back in 1914, when the Missal was still to be found in
16
the p roperty of Josep h Baer in Frankfurt.
Accordin g to this scholar this was actually the M issal which Francis had
consulted in 1208. The reason was that the list of saints which the M issal celebrates was
familiar in Umbria, and p articularly in Assisi. On folio 166r there is a rubric which was
probably added afterwards, and which states that the M issal p ertained to the church of
San Nico lò: “Let every one know the name of Girardo de Ugon e, of whom this p age
mentions all the benefices and sacrifices of which he p artakes in the church of blessed
Nicholas, and which were celebrated by a cleric or by clerics, since he has done many
good and usefu l deeds in favour of this said church.” 17
Regarding the datin g of the Missal, Faloci Pulignani states that the “terminus a
quo” should be 1172, for the simp le reason that the Missal has the Mass of Saint Thomas
Becket, Bishop M artyr of Canterbury, who was canonized in 1172 (f. 177v). On the
calend ar p ages, near the date 30 July, there is another rubric: “Guido episcop us Asisi
obiit mccxxv iii” (Guido, bishop of Assisi, died in 1228). So 1228 is the “terminus ad
quem”. The Baltimore M issal is dated 1172-1228, and thus could v ery well have b een
known by Saint Francis who consulted it in 1208. The study of the illuminated folios in
the manuscrip t shows that these artistic creations were made round about the end of the
th
th
12 and the beginnin g of the 13 century .
In 1977 the microfilms of the Baltimore Missal were studied in dep th by Aldo
Brunacci, archivist of the Cathedral of Assisi. This scholar p ublished his work and
18
arrived at the same conclusions as Faloci Pulign ani way back in 1914. Another study
on the Missal by an anony mous author app eared in the official p ublication of the Order of
Friars Minor in 1978, and it concludes that the Missal of Baltimore is an authentic
15
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Franciscan relic. Other studies app eared later on, p articularly that of Laurent Gallant,
which we have already quoted above.
The analy sis of Gerard Voorvelt conclud ed that the three Gosp el texts consulted
by Saint Francis in the San Nico lò Missal are: M k 10:21 (f. 132v-133r), Lk 9:3 (f. 119v)
and Mt 16:24 (f. 216v). The author concludes that, even though the first text which
traditionally was considered as the one which Francis found, namely Mt 19:21, does not
exist in the M issal, the text of M k 10:21 is identical, because it is a clear reference to a
life of Gosp el perfection, which was what Francis actually wanted to embrace.
The study of Voorvelt contains an interesting ap p endix givin g the whole list of
Gosp el texts present in the Missal of San Nicolò. The scholar found 260 different
readin gs from the Gospels, of which 83 are taken from M atthew, 29 from Mark, 78 from
Luke and 70 from John.
Voorvelt states that an attentive readin g of the articles of the various scholars
cited above, p lus the direct contact with the Missal kep t at Baltimore, convinced him that
the M issal originally came from Umbria, from the diocese of Assisi. It was the M issal
which Francis consulted in 1208 in the church of San Nicolò, in order to discover the
callin g to the evan gelical life. The link with the church of San Nicolò in the main square
of Assisi is to be seen in the rubric regarding Girardo de Ugone, and p articularly in the
imp ortance which the M issal gives to the celebration of the feastday of Saint Nicholas,
patron saint of that p articular church. 21
The same scholar, after a detailed study of the manuscript at Walters Art Gallery
in June 1988, managed to decip her some hidden details which were not p resent in the
microfilm of the manuscrip t. He p roved Faloci Pulignani right, because lik e him he
found fragments of texts in the calendar section of the manuscript which mention the
feastdays of St. Francis, confessor (4 October) and St. Dominic, confessor (5 August).
This fact also throws light on the dating of the M issal (1172-1228), since Francis was
canonized in 1228, and therefore h is name, and that of St. Dominic, canonized in 1234,
must have been added to the list of saints in the calendar.
The calend ar conforms to the normal liturgical calendars in use at the Pap al curia
th
22
in the 13 century . The M issal of San Nicolò abounds with names of saints who were
particularly venerated in Umbria. The same calendar also contains some astronomical
indications.
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Conclusion
Voorvelt con cludes that it is almost certain that the Codex W 75, or the Missal at
Walters Art Gallery in Baltimore, was composed between 1172 (death of Saint Thomas
Becket) and 1228 (canon ization of Saint Francis). To be exact, one could state that the
th
Missal was comp osed in the last quarter of the 12 century. It is not p ossible to give a
more exact date.
It is highly p robable that the M issal was comp osed in a “scriptorium” for the
diocese of Assisi and for a church dedicated to Saint Nicholas. Most p robably the p lace
of origin of the M issal was the “scrip torium” of the abbey church of San Nicolò di
Camp olungo in the diocese of Assisi. A Bull of Innocent III (28 May 1198) states that
this abbey depended from the diocese of Assisi. The mention of the term “fratres” is
further proof of the monastic origins of the Missal. At a certain moment, it seems that the
same Missal found its way in the church of San Nicolò “iuxta p lateam civitatis Assisii”.
The rubric which mentions Girardo de U gone as benefactor of this church is p roof that
this was the church in which Francis of Assisi found the M issal he consulted together
th
with Bernardo da Quintavalle and Pietro Cattanio on that eventful day of 16 Ap ril
23
1208.
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