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Introduction

I N T RO DUC T I O N

In June 1697, Cardinal Bishop Gregorio Barbarigo lay dying, 
afraid and despairing. On his deathbed, he cried “Oh me, Oh me, 
such fear! . . . I do not know what will become of me . . . Oh, how many 
sins, how many sins are on me? The sins of so many souls. What a 
great count! What a severe count! . . . Oh me, the Judge is a God, the 
Judge is a God, a God. Ah, nothing can console me.”1 This terrified 
man was at the end of an illustrious career in the Church, having 
served as bishop of Bergamo and Padua, as a cardinal, and almost as 
a pope.2 Devout Catholics admired him in life and revered him after 
death for his dedication to Catholic Reform. The Church beatified 
him in 1761 and canonized him in 1960 for his heroic service.3 What 
could explain the seventy-one-year-old man’s extreme fear and regret?

1. “Oimé, Oimé, quanto terrore! La ho mandato a chiamare mi aiuto perchè non so 
che sarà di me . . . O quanti peccati, quanti peccati sono sopra di me? I peccati di tante 
anime. Quel gran conto! Quel strettissimo conto! . . . Oimé, il Giudice è un Dio, il Giu-
dice è un Dio, Dio. Ah! Che niente mi può consolare.” Giuseppe Musocco, “Delle azioni 
e virtù di Gregorio Barbarigo cardinale e vescovo di Padova” (1698), fol. 260r–v, MS BP 
609, BCP. Musocco was in the room. His account was discovered during the beatification 
process and nearly ended Barbarigo’s chances to join the ranks of the blessed. According 
to Musocco’s account, however, the bishop was ultimately consoled—“O che gran paura, 
o che gran tentazione, ma ora mi sento consolato”—which saved his soul and the beatifi-
cation process. Musocco, fol. 262r.

2. Barbarigo was papabile, that is, considered for election during the conclaves of 
1689 and 1691.

3. Pierluigi Giovannucci, Il processo di canonizzazione del Card. Gregorio Barbarigo 
(Rome: Herder Editrice e Libreria, 2001); Celeste McNamara, “Molding the Model Bish-
op from Trent to Vatican II,” Church History 88 (2019): 58–86.
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Though he was born more than half a century after the Council 
of Trent concluded, Gregorio Barbarigo (1625–97) was a key figure 
in the reform of the early modern Catholic Church. Early scholar-
ship on Catholic Reform often assumes a terminus ad quem of the 
mid-seventeenth century, especially for Italy.4 However, more recent 
scholarship has recognized both Innocent XI’s (r. 1676–89) contribu-
tions to reform and the Church’s continuing dedication to achieving 
Trent’s goals well into the eighteenth century.5 Barbarigo’s goal in 

4. For broader survey texts and collections that extend at least to 1700, see Alexan-
dra Bamji, Geert Janssen, and Mary Laven, eds., The Ashgate Research Companion to the 
Counter-Reformation (New York: Routledge, 2013); Robert Bireley, The Refashioning of 
Catholicism, 1450–1700: A Reassessment of the Counter Reformation (Washington, D.C.: 
The Catholic University of America Press, 1999); Michela Catto and Adriano Prosperi, 
eds., Trent and Beyond: The Council, Other Powers, Other Cultures (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2017); Wim François and Violet Soen, eds., The Council of Trent: Reform and Controversy 
in Europe and Beyond (1545–1700), 3 vols. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2018); and 
R. Po-Chia Hsia, The World of Catholic Renewal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998). Not all broad texts have adopted this periodization, however; for example see Tadgh 
Ó hAnnracháin, Catholic Europe, 1592–1648 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). Some 
monographs also extend into or past the seventeenth century, mostly those focused on 
France, the Holy Roman Empire, and eastern Europe, where Catholic Reform is generally 
considered to have spread later and more slowly than in Italy. See for example Joseph Bergin, 
Church, Society and Religious Change in France, 1580–1730 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2009); Marc Forster, The Counter-Reformation in the Villages (Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1992); Marc Forster, Catholic Revival in the Age of the Baroque: Religious Iden-
tity in Southwest Germany, 1550–1750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Phil-
ip Hoffman, Church and Community in the Diocese of Lyon, 1500–1789 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1984); Howard Louthan, Converting Bohemia: Force and Persuasion in the 
Catholic Reformation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Keith Luria, Terri-
tories of Grace: Cultural Change in the Seventeenth-Century Diocese of Grenoble (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1991); and Allyson Poska, Regulating the People: The Catholic 
Reformation in Seventeenth-Century Spain (Leiden: Brill, 1998). Studies of reform in Italy 
pushing past 1650 are less common; for an example see Kathleen Comerford, Ordaining the 
Catholic Reformation (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 2001).

5. On Innocent, see Francesco Cesareo, “Innocent XI: Defender of Christendom,” in 
The Great Popes Through History, ed. Frank Coppa, vol. 1, 2 vols. (Westport, Ct.: Green-
wood Press, 2002), 389–96; Bruno Neveu, “Culture religieuse et aspirations réformistes a 
la cour d’Innocent XI,” in Accademie e cultura. Aspetti storici tra sei e settecento (Florence: 
Leo S. Olschki, 1979), 1–38; and Bruno Neveu, “Episcopus et Princeps Urbis: Innocent 
XI réformateur de Rome d’après des documents inédits (1676–1689),” in Römische Kurie, 
Kirchliche Finanzen, Vatikanisches Archiv: Studien zu Ehren von Hermann Hoberg, ed. 
Erwin Gatz, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Rome: Università Gregoriana Editrice, 1979), 579–633. Some 
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life had been to reform the dioceses under his control—first Berga-
mo, then Padua.6 In the latter, he had a greater chance of success due 
to his long tenure of over three decades. Furthermore, the diocese of 
Padua was wealthy, which obviated financial struggle; it was sizable 
but manageable with 327 parishes; and the city’s affluence and univer-
sity meant it was a key Venetian possession and thus had a good rela-
tionship with the secular government.7 From 1664 to 1697, Gregorio 
Barbarigo poured all of his energy and resources into reforming the 
territory under his control, trying to bring it in line with the ideals of 
the Tridentine decrees.

The Council of Trent had met in three sessions between 1545 and 
1563, working to address the weaknesses pointed out by late medieval 
and early modern reformers, Catholic and Protestant alike. Critics 

scholars, including Paolo Prodi, have suggested that Trent remains relevant even into the 
twentieth century as the Second Vatican Council is the first major shift since Trent. Paolo 
Prodi, Il paradigma tridentino: un’epoca della storia della chiesa (Brescia: Morcelliana, 
2010), 15.” See also Raymond Bulman and Frederick Parrella, eds., From Trent to Vatican 
II: Historical and Theological Investigations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006); and 
John O’Malley, “The Council of Trent and Vatican II,” in The Council of Trent: Reform 
and Controversy in Europe and Beyond (1545–1700), ed. Wim François and Violet Soen, 
vol. 1, 3 vols. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2018), 397–406.

6. For more on Barbarigo’s time in Bergamo, see Daniele Montanari, Gregorio Bar-
barigo a Bergamo (1657–1664) (Milan: Glossa, 1997).

7. In 1615, the diocesan holdings were valued at 648,254.7 lire, and by the 1660s about 
64,000 lire in income flowed into the episcopal palace each year. For a detailed discus-
sion of the finances, see Giovanni Silvano, “Appunti sulla mensa vescovile di Padova al 
tempo di Gregorio Barbarigo,” in Gregorio Barbarigo: patrizio veneto, vescovo e cardinale 
nella tarda Controriforma, ed. Liliana Billanovich and Pierantonio Gios, vol. 3/1, 9 vols., 
San Gregorio Barbarigo—Fonti e ricerche (Padua: Istituto per la storia ecclesiastica pa-
dovana, 1999), 797–814. In 1664 there were 32 parishes in the city and 295 in the rural 
territories; by 1689 Barbarigo had increased this to 36 urban and 314 extra-urban parishes. 
Liliana Billanovich, “Le ‘Relationes ad limina’ di Gregorio Barbarigo,” in Studi di storia 
religiosa padovana dal medioevo ai nostri giorni. Miscellanea in onore di mons. Ireneo Dan-
iele, ed. Francesco Trolese (Padua: Istituto per la storia ecclesiastica padovana, 1997), 237; 
and Aldo Stella, “L’età postridentina,” in Diocesi di Padova, ed. Pierantonio Gios, vol. 6, 
Storia religiosa del Veneto (Padua: Gregoriana libreria editrice, 1996), 237. On Venetian 
governance of Padua, see Benjamin Kohl, “Government and Society in Renaissance Pad-
ua,” Journal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies 2 (1972): 205–21. On Padua’s intellectual 
and cultural value to Venice, see Frederic Chapin Lane, Venice, A Maritime Republic (Bal-
timore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), 210, 215.
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of the Catholic Church had long bemoaned the extravagant spend-
ing, lack of charity, and indifference of the so-called princes of the 
Church, including bishops who often lived far from their dioceses. 
They also pointed out the ignorance and immorality of priests, the in-
adequate pastoral care, and the disconnect between clergy reciting a 
Latin Mass and reading a Latin Bible and the non-Latinate laity. All 
of this resulted in a fundamental ignorance among ordinary Catho-
lics, many of whom could not have explained even basic doctrine. This 
ignorance, coupled in some with a lack of respect for the faith, often 
led to inappropriate behavior. Beyond these complaints, critics also 
advanced different theological understandings, particularly about 
the sacraments, the nature of sin and salvation, the nature of the 
Eucharist, the importance of Scripture, and the validity of the doc-
trine of the Trinity. Faced with resistance from Catholic authorities, 
many of these critics were either forced out or left the Church, and 
by the mid-sixteenth century chose to align themselves with (or de-
velop) different denominations of Christianity. The Catholic Church 
attempted reconciliation at the Colloquy of Regensburg in 1541, but 
discussions between Catholic and Lutheran theologians broke down, 
arguably signaling the finality of the rupture.8 A few years later, Pope 
Paul III (r. 1534–49) called for a council to address the challenges of 
the Protestant Reformation, which convened in Trent in 1545. Al-
though the location was chosen partly in the hope that Protestants 
could be enticed to join the conversation and perhaps repair the 
schism, in the end the council was attended only by Catholics.

The resulting decrees, promulgated in 1563, made no doctrinal in-

8. Johann Gropper, Julius von Pflug, and Johann Eck represented the Catholic side, 
overseen by Cardinal Gasparo Contarini. They engaged in debates with Martin Bucer, 
Johannes Pistorius, and Philipp Melancthon over the Augsburg Confession, attempting 
to find a compromise that could bring the Protestants back into the fold. See Suzanne 
Hequet, The 1541 Colloquy at Regensburg: In Pursuit of Church Unity (Saarbrücken: 
VDM Verlag, 2009).” On intellectual connections between Regensburg and Trent, see 
Matteo Al Kalak, “Trento o Ratisbona? Irenismo e istanze di conciliazione all’ombra di 
Gasparo Contarini,” in Trent and Beyond: The Council, Other Powers, Other Cultures, ed. 
Michela Catto and Adriano Prosperi (Turnhout: Brepols, 2017), 267–86.
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novations but did call for a reform of practices and behaviors and a re-
newal of the Catholic faith.9 The decrees laid out a relatively detailed 
vision of an idealized Catholicism. All bishops would be exemplary 
figures living in their dioceses. All priests would be well educated 
and have a vocation for pastoral work. Finally, all laypeople would be 
catechized and happily and devoutly receive all the sacraments appro-
priate to their status. Reform would thus require the dedication of 
bishops and priests. Bishops had to provide education and ensure that 
the clergy and the laity understood the rudiments of the faith and 
their obligations. All clergy had to provide adequate pastoral care and 
work to eradicate problems like heresy and immorality. The reform-
ers at Trent placed the burden of implementing these reforms on the 
shoulders of bishops but provided little in the way of practical advice 
and remained silent on the issue of mission. Bishops thus found them-
selves with a blueprint of what they were supposed to repair and build, 
but without sufficient instructions or materials for the work. In or-
der to govern their dioceses adequately, provide pastoral care, educate 
clergy and laypeople, and convert non-Catholics, they would have to 
gather tools for reform themselves.

Scholarship on Catholic Reform has long recognized the impor-
tance of early examples for the work of later reformers. Two of the 
most famous examples are those of Archbishop Charles Borromeo 
of Milan (abp. 1564–84) and Bishop Francis de Sales of Geneva (bp. 
1602–22).10 Scholars of de Sales note his indebtedness to Borromeo, 

9. For the most recent scholarship on the council itself, see O’Malley, “The Coun-
cil of Trent and Vatican II”; and John O’Malley, Trent: What Happened at the Council 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2013). See also the forthcoming Cambridge 
Companion to the Council of Trent, ed. Nelson Minnich. For a modern English transla-
tion of the decrees, see H. J. Schroeder, ed., Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent 
(Charlotte, N.C.: TAN Books, 1978).

10. On the reform work of each of these bishops, see Wietse de Boer, The Conquest of 
the Soul: Confession, Discipline, and Public Order in Counter-Reformation Milan (Leiden: 
Brill, 2001); Jill Fehleison, Boundaries of Faith: Catholics and Protestants in the Diocese of 
Geneva (Kirksville, Mo.: Truman State University Press, 2010). For scholarship discuss-
ing them as examples for later bishops, see John Headley and John Tomaro, eds., San Car-
lo Borromeo: Catholic Reform and Ecclesiastical Politics in the Second Half of the Sixteenth 
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and scholars of Borromeo, in turn, give credit to predecessors who 
inspired him, most often Bishop Gian Matteo Giberti of Verona (bp. 
1524–43) and Archbishop Bartolomeu de Fernandes dos Mártires of 
Braga (abp. 1559–81).11 It seems that the Church itself realized that 
the Tridentine decrees were insufficient and adopted two strategies to 
help reforming bishops with their gargantuan tasks. First, the Church 
rapidly canonized several early Tridentine models, including Borro-
meo and de Sales; second, it created the Congregation of the Council, 
which offered assistance and answers to bishops across Europe.12

In 1582 Borromeo first published his Acta Ecclesiae Mediolanen-
sis—synodal decisions offering practical methods to realize Triden-
tine decrees—which enabled reforming bishops to study and follow 
his model.13 Bishops across Europe read the multivolume work, but 

Century (Washington, D.C.: The Folger Shakespeare Library, 1988); and Alison Forrest-
al, Fathers, Pastors and Kings: Visions of Episcopacy in Seventeenth-Century France (Man-
chester: Manchester University Press, 2004).

11. On their reforming efforts, see Adriano Prosperi, Tra evangelismo e controriforma. 
G.M. Giberti (Rome: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 1969); and Giuseppe Marcocci, “Il 
governo dell’arcidiocesi di Braga al tempo di Bartolomeu dos Martires (1559–1582). Rif-
lessioni e documenti sull’episcopato portoghese nell’età del Concilio di Trento,” Archivio 
italiano per la storia della pietà 15 (2002): 1000–1070.

12. On bishop-saints in the early modern church, see Albrecht Burkardt, Les clients 
des saints. Maladie et quête du miracle à travers les procès de canonisation de la première 
moitié du XVIIe siècle en France (Rome: École Française de Rome, 2004), 37; Alison For-
restal, “Revisiting Sacred Propaganda: The Holy Bishop in the Seventeenth-Century Jan-
senist Quarrel,” Reformation & Renaissance Review 6 (2004): 8, 19–20; and Éric Suire, 
“La sainteté à l’époque moderne. Panorama des causes françaises (XVIe–XVIIIe siècle),” 
Mélanges de l’Ecole française de Rome. Italie et Méditerranée 110 (1998): 935, 938–41. On 
the Congregation of the Council, see Pietro Caiazza, “L’archivio storico della Sacra Con-
gregazione del Concilio; primi appunti per una problema di riordinamento,” Ricerche 
di storia sociale e religiosa 42 (1992): 7–24; La Sacra Congregazione del Concilio: quarto 
centenario dalla fondazione (Vatican City: Vatican, 1964); and Federica Meloni, “Le rôle 
de la Sacrée Congrégation du Concile dans l’interprétation de la réforme tridentine,” in 
The Council of Trent: Reform and Controversy in Europe and Beyond (1545–1700), ed. Wim 
François and Violet Soen, vol. 1, 3 vols. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2018), 
371–94.

13. The Acta Ecclesiae Mediolanensis was first published in 1582 and reprinted in 1583; 
subsequent editions appeared in 1599, 1603, 1738, and 1754. Enrico Cattaneo, “La singo-
lare fortuna degli ‘Acta Ecclesiae Mediolanensis,’” La scuola cattolica 111 (1983): 207. Si-
mon Ditchfield has recently called this book the “solution” to the problem of Trent’s lack 
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few followed Borromeo’s model blindly.14 Dedicated reformers were 
typically members of the nobility, well-educated, and prepared for the 
tasks of administration and spiritual leadership. To be successful, re-
forming bishops had to look beyond a single model (or even a collec-
tion of episcopal models)15 and past the hype of the growing corpus 
of hagiography lauding the work of bishops like Borromeo, de Sales, 
Toribio Alfonso de Mogrovejo (abp. 1579–1606), Jean-Baptiste Gault 
(bp. 1642–43), and Juan de Ribera (abp. 1568–1611). While hagiog-
raphic texts presented heroic success stories, saintly models’ methods 
did not necessarily transfer well to different times and places.16 Suc-
cessful bishops looked beyond episcopal models alone and drew from 
a wider variety of influences—such as governments, religious orders, 
missionaries, and lesser-known episcopal predecessors from their own 
regions. Bishops could then piece together programs of reform appro-
priate to their own dioceses and their particular struggles.17 The most 

of practical suggestions for methods of reform. Simon Ditchfield, “De-Centering Trent: 
How ‘Tridentine’ Was the Making of the First World Religion?” in The Council of Trent: 
Reform and Controversy in Europe and Beyond (1545–1700), ed. Wim François and Violet 
Soen, vol. 3 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2018), 202–3.

14. Giuseppe Alberigo, “Carlo Borromeo Between Two Models of Bishop,” in San 
Carlo Borromeo: Catholic Reform and Ecclesiastical Politics in the Second Half of the 
Sixteenth Century, ed. John Headley and John Tomaro (Washington, D.C.: The Folger 
Shakespeare Library, 1988), 256.

15. On the background of Catholic bishops in early modern Europe, see Joseph Bergin, 
“The Counter-Reformation Church and Its Bishops,” Past and Present 165 (1999): 53–66.

16. All of these bishops were promoted for beatification and/or canonization for 
their extraordinary efforts to reform their churches soon after their deaths. Borromeo was 
canonized in 1610, de Sales was canonized in 1665, Mogrovejo was beatified in 1679 and 
canonized in 1726, Gault was proposed in 1643 and declared venerable in 1893, and Ribera 
was beatified in 1796 and canonized in 1960. For a discussion of the Church’s attempts to 
create model bishops through hagiography and beatification and canonization processes, 
see McNamara, “Molding the Model Bishop from Trent to Vatican II.”

17. Many French bishops provide good examples of this; as Alison Forrestal has not-
ed, they looked up to model bishops but did not fully emulate them. They understood 
their role to be both political and spiritual, and acted accordingly. Alison Forrestal, “A 
Catholic Model of Martyrdom in the Post-Reformation Era: The Bishop in Seventeenth- 
Century France,” The Seventeenth Century 20, no. 2 (2005): 254. Bishops like Juan de Ri-
bera also theorized on the topic of the “ideal bishop,” demonstrating a critical approach. 
Emilio Callado Estela, “San Juan de Ribera, un obispo según el ideal de Trento,” in Trent 
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pressing problems and priorities differed for every bishop and every 
diocese, but the general process remained the same. Reforming bish-
ops had to identify their biggest challenges and develop a program of 
reform, with the ultimate goal of achieving the utopic vision of Ca-
tholicism set out at the Council of Trent.

For Gregorio Barbarigo, as for many other bishops, the primary 
challenges were establishing authority and administering the diocese, 
ensuring adequate pastoral care, educating the clergy, and spreading 
the Catholic faith to Protestants, heretics, and infidels. To address 
these, he looked to the Venetian state, model bishops like Borromeo 
and de Sales, his own predecessors in the Veneto, the Society of Jesus, 
and the Sacred Congregation of the Propaganda Fide, the Church’s 
missionary administration. Each of these models provided important 
examples for reform. Venice successfully governed a large territorial 
state and maintained the image of stability and serenity. Borromeo 
and de Sales furnished two clear but different models of discipline and 
pastoral care, along with useful strategies for governance and educa-
tion. Pre- and post-Tridentine bishops from the Veneto offered exam-
ples specific to his region, which complemented the methods of Bor-
romeo and de Sales. The Society of Jesus had already risen to fame for 
its educational methods and curriculum. And finally, the Propaganda 
Fide offered many strategies for missions around the globe. Drawing 
from all of these examples, Barbarigo was able to devise a sensible—
and in many elements successful—plan. However, as he lay dying, he 
felt defeated by the burden the Church had placed on him—a testi-
mony to just how difficult a task he and other reformers faced.

The Process of Catholic Reform

Many historians have written excellent works on reform in partic-
ular regions, across spans of time, under exemplary bishops, and in the 

and Beyond: The Council, Other Powers, Other Cultures, ed. Michela Catto and Adriano 
Prosperi (Turnhout: Brepols, 2017), 194.
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context of broader discussions about the diversity of Catholic Reform 
and the importance of local contexts.18 Much of this scholarship, 
however, remains focused on the constraints of the Tridentine decrees 
and the concept of the “Counter-Reformation,” which obscures im-
portant elements of early modern Catholicism. The decrees brought 
some innovation, but Trent primarily sought to renew established tra-
ditions and expectations rather than to create new ones. This restrict-
ed focus on Trent risks ignoring the broader reformation of which 
Trent was a part. Likewise, the term “Counter-Reformation” sets the 
Tridentine period and its goals in opposition to the Protestant Refor-
mation, presenting the period as a reflexive, defensive, and decidedly 
sixteenth-century phenomenon.

Scholars still debate the terminology for this period of the Cath-
olic Church’s history.19 Although there are good arguments for a va-
riety of terms, including Counter-Reformation, Catholic Reform or 
Reformation, Catholic Renewal, and even John O’Malley’s umbrella 
term of Early Modern Catholicism, I use the term Catholic Reform, 

18. Simon Ditchfield, “‘In search of local knowledge’: Rewriting Early Modern 
Italian Religious History,” Cristianesimo nella storia 19 (1998): 255–96. For some exam-
ples of regional studies of reform across Europe, see Bergin, Church, Society, and Reli-
gious Change; de Boer, The Conquest of the Soul; C. Scott Dixon, The Reformation and 
Rural Society: The Parishes of Brandenburg-Ansbach-Kulmbach, 1528–1603 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995); Benjamin Ehlers, Between Christians and Moriscos: 
Juan de Ribera and Religious Reform in Valencia, 1568–1614 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2006); Fehleison, Boundaries of Faith; Forster, The Counter-Reforma-
tion in the Villages; Forster, Catholic Revival; Hoffman, Church and Community; Henry 
Kamen, The Phoenix and the Flame (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993); Waldemar 
Kowalski, “Change in Continuity: Post-Tridentine Rural and Parish Life in the Cracow 
Diocese,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 35 (2004): 689–715; Luria, Territories of Grace; 
Regina Pörtner, The Counter-Reformation in Central Europe: Styria 1580–1630 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2001); and Poska, Regulating the People.

19. For a clear discussion of the history of the debate, see John O’Malley, Trent and 
All That: Renaming Catholicism in the Early Modern Era (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2000). For recent arguments for the use of “Counter-Reformation,” see 
Elena Bonora, “Il ritorno della Controriforma (e la Vergine del Rosario di Guápulo),” 
Studi storici 2 (2016): 267–96; and Massimo Firpo, “Rethinking ‘Catholic Reform’ and 
‘Counter-Reformation’: What Happened in Early Modern Catholicism—a View from 
Italy,” Journal of Early Modern History 20 (2016): 293–312.
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given the significance of diocesan reform. Bishops attempted to renew 
elements of traditional Catholicism, to instruct the clergy and laity 
through new seminaries and catechisms, and to encourage morality 
and reception of the sacraments while fighting heresy and immorali-
ty. Counter-Reformation and Catholic Renewal encompass some, but 
not all, of the bishops’ tasks, while reform was clearly their goal.

By removing the implicit reference to Protestantism, we can see 
connections with early attempts at reform, whether the movements 
sparked by charismatic friars like Joachim of Fiore (c. 1135–1202), Ber-
nardino da Siena (1380–1444), and Girolamo Savonarola (1452–98), 
or the pre-Tridentine bishops whose pastoral priorities would have fit 
comfortably in the sixteenth century.20 Moving beyond the Triden-
tine and Counter-Reformation paradigm also more easily accommo-
dates the inclusion of missions and the Church’s globalizing efforts. 
Although the attempt to convert non-Christian populations became 
more critical due to the loss of souls to Protestantism, many global 
missions predated the sixteenth-century schism. There is excellent 
work on missions and a growing field of scholarship examining the 
globalization of Catholicism, but it rarely converses with work on 
Catholic Reform. As I will argue, the two elements must be consid-
ered together to truly understand the early modern Church.21

20. On the medieval and early modern reform movements before Trent, see Bernard 
McGinn, “Apocalypticism and Church Reform: 1100–1500,” in The Continuum History 
of Apocalypticism, ed. Bernard McGinn, John Collins, and Stephen Stein (New York: 
Continuum, 2003), 273–98; Franco Mormando, The Preacher’s Demons: Bernardino of 
Siena and the Social Underworld of Early Renaissance Italy (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1999); and Donald Weinstein, Savonarola: The Rise and Fall of a Renaissance 
Prophet (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011). On pre-Tridentine episcopal reform-
ers, see Stephen Bowd, Reform before the Reformation: Vincenzo Querini and the Religious 
Renaissance in Italy (Leiden: Brill, 2002); and Prosperi, Tra evangelismo e controriforma.

21. On missions, see the works of scholars like Maria de Fátima Wade, Liam Brockey, 
John Thornton, Luke Clossey, Alain Forest, R. Po-chia Hsia, Mary Laven, Ines Župan-
ov, Allan Greer, and William Hanks, among others. The scholar leading the charge to 
study the globalizing Church is Simon Ditchfield: see Simon Ditchfield, “Decentering 
the Catholic Reformation: Papacy and Peoples in the Early Modern World,” Archiv für 
Reformationsgeschichte 101 (2010): 186–208; and “What’s in a Title? Writing a History of 
the Counter-Reformation for a Postcolonial Age,” Archiv für Reformationsgeschichte 108 
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The concepts of Tridentine Reform and Counter-Reformation can 
also lead to a different sort of distortion that focuses on Church lead-
ership and ignores the role of ordinary believers. The reformers at the 
Council of Trent clearly envisioned reform as a top-down process, in 
which bishops would demand reforms, priests would comply and be-
come allies, and the laity would quietly follow. Gregorio Barbarigo also 
thought this was how reform would work. And scholars who focus pri-
marily on the bishops’ decrees risk assuming, along with the bishops, 
that their decrees led directly to meaningful change.22 This was not 
typically the case, however. As several scholars including Marc Forster, 
Keith Luria, and Angelo Torre have demonstrated, parochial commu-
nities could and did resist or negotiate changes to their practices, and 
reform was more of a circular than a linear process.23 Records of the 
voices of rural Catholics seldom survive, and those that do typically 
come from episcopal visitations. Nevertheless, they can still help histo-
rians to challenge the Tridentine assumption of unidirectional reform 
and to gain some understanding of ordinary peoples’ experience of Ca-
tholicism.

The extraordinary records left by Gregorio Barbarigo make it pos-

(2017): 255–63. See also Antje Flüchter and Rouven Wirbser, eds., Translating Catechisms, 
Translating Cultures: The Expansion of Catholicism in the Early Modern World (Leiden: 
Brill, 2017); and Adriano Prosperi, “From Iliad to Odyssey: The Council of Trent and 
Non-European Cultures,” in Trent and Beyond: The Council, Other Powers, Other Cul-
tures, ed. Michela Catto and Adriano Prosperi (Turnhout: Brepols, 2017), 11–24.

22. The best scholarship that examines reform from the top-down does not always 
assume efficacy of the bishop’s work, but, whether out of choice or a lack of archival ma-
terial, does not engage much with the actions or reactions of local clergy or laypeople. 
See for example Christopher Cairns, Domenico Bollani: Devotion to Church and State in 
the Republic of Venice in the Sixteenth Century (Nieuwkoop: B. De Graaf, 1976); Gaetano 
Cozzi, “Domenico Bollani: un vescovo veneziano tra stato e chiesa,” Rivista storica itali-
ana 89 (1977): 562–89; Louthan, Converting Bohemia; Giuseppe Trebbi, Francesco Barba-
ro: patrizio veneto e patriarca d’Aquileia (Udine: Casamassima, 1984); and A. D. Wright, 
Catholicism and Spanish Society Under the Reign of Philip II/Philip III (Lewiston, N.Y.: 
Edwin Mellen Press, 1991).

23. For a few examples, see Dixon, The Reformation and Rural Society; Forster, Cath-
olic Revival; Luria, Territories of Grace; Poska, Regulating the People; and Angelo Torre, 
“Politics Cloaked in Worship: State, Church and Local Power in Piedmont 1570–1770,” 
Past and Present 134 (1992): 42–92.
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sible to look beyond the Tridentine paradigm and decipher the pro-
cess of reform. While Barbarigo often framed his actions in Triden-
tine terms and considered reform a top-down process, the records he 
produced tell a more complex story. The richest of these records are 
the more than twenty thousand folios of pastoral visitation docu-
ments.24 The bishop and his entourage created these texts, but they do 
not solely represent the voice of authority. The records are unusually 
detailed and include letters written by laypeople and testimonies of 
thousands of ordinary Catholics. These documents not only provide a 
detailed description of the bishop’s actions, but also yield the voices of 
rural priests and parishioners. In every parish, Barbarigo interviewed 
all clergy and at least a few laypeople, expanding the pool of interlocu-
tors as necessary to investigate complaints. He also held open audienc-
es in each village, inviting anyone to share their problems or concerns 
with him, and many men and women took this opportunity. These 
laypeople would have framed their complaints in ways they thought 
most likely to appeal to Barbarigo, but the audiences, along with the 
letters laypeople sent to the bishop, nevertheless bring us closer to the 
voices of ordinary Catholics.

Barbarigo’s correspondence presents another fruitful body of 
sources.25 Unfortunately he did not keep the letters he received, but 
he did keep copies of those he sent, which number into the thousands. 
He corresponded with a wide range of recipients, including members 
of his own curia, vicars and priests under his service, members of the 
Venetian government, his family, the Grand Duke of Tuscany, the pa-
pal Secretary of State, the Congregation of the Council, the Sacred 

24. Visitationes, bb. 30–66 (1664–97), ACVP; and Inquisitiones, bb. 84–88 (1664–
97), ACVP.

25. These are held in various archives, including the Archivio della Curia Vescovile di 
Padova, Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu, Archivio Storico di Propaganda Fide, Ar-
chivio Segreto Vaticano, Biblioteca Antica del Seminario di Padova, Biblioteca del Sem-
inario Patriarcale di Venezia, and the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze. Many 
of the extant letters have been published in the series San Gregorio Barbarigo—Fonti e 
ricerche, vols. 2, 4–9, published by the Istituto per la storia ecclesiastica padovana.



I n t r oduc t ion  13

Congregation of the Propaganda Fide, members of the Society of 
Jesus, and a variety of other friends and acquaintances. These letters 
make it possible to trace Barbarigo’s influences and to see how he used 
his powerful connections to accomplish various goals. They also pro-
vide insight into his interest in missionary work, particularly in south-
eastern Europe and the Ottoman Empire, which he discussed with 
both the Propaganda Fide and Cosimo III de’Medici (1642–1723).

The remaining archival sources, while not as rich and complete as 
the visitations and correspondence, help fill in the rest of the picture. 
Some of the records of the seminary, college, and printing press that 
Barbarigo established still survive and prove useful for understand-
ing his programs for education and missionary work.26 Records of the 
episcopal curia and of Barbarigo’s legal battles in Venice illuminate 
some of his methods of administration.27 Finally, records from the 
investigation into Barbarigo’s case for beatification, begun only two 
years after his death, include testimonies from the people who knew 
him. While these witnesses primarily shared positive memories, their 
records often included details about events previously described in the 
pastoral visitations or correspondence.28 All together, these records 
make it possible to follow Barbarigo as he visited his diocese; used his 
connections in Venice, Rome, and further abroad; spoke to his flock, 
both noble and common; offered assistance to missions close to home 
and further afield; and overall tried to solve the problems he encoun-
tered. They also reveal the reactions of ordinary rural Catholics to the 
bishop’s attempts to change their lives, and to some extent show us 
what they might have wanted instead.

In many hagiographic texts, Barbarigo is described as “another 
Borromeo,” yet he has not received the same amount of scholarly fo-
cus as has his famous predecessor, particularly in English. Historio-
graphic trends help explain Barbarigo’s lesser prominence. Milan, as 

26. These are primarily held in the BASP.
27. Held in the ACVP.
28. The processi are held in both the ACVP and the ASV.
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an archdiocese, was more important in the Catholic hierarchy than 
Padua. Moreover, anglophone scholarship on early modern Italy has 
tended to focus on major cities like Florence, Rome, Venice, Milan, 
and Naples, with fewer scholars venturing into smaller cities, towns, 
and villages. While there is a vibrant community of scholars studying 
the history of Padua and its diocese, few of these historians have pub-
lished in English.29 Scholars’ tendency to focus on pre-1650 reforms in 
Italy further marginalizes Barbarigo, whose ecclesiastical career only 
began in the 1650s.

Despite the scholarly trends that explain the limited interest in 
Barbarigo to this point, I argue that he presents an ideal case study for 
understanding the methods used by a reforming bishop. As a bishop 
of a large and primarily rural diocese, his experiences are comparable 
with those of many other bishops across Europe who faced difficul-
ties of travel, communication, staffing, education, and folk customs.30 
Moreover, I argue that looking to the late seventeenth century is 
not only useful, but necessary. Reform was a painfully slow process, 
achieved only with sustained labor and often the passing of genera-
tions. Thus, scholarship that focuses exclusively on the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries offers limited and incomplete ac-
counts of reform. By the mid to late seventeenth century, bishops like 
Barbarigo could use the examples and benefit from the labors of their 
predecessors, building on what had been accomplished before them.

Any late seventeenth-century bishop with a complex diocese could 
be the focus of a fruitful study, but particular factors make Barbarigo 

29. The most prominent scholars of the Paduan diocese are Claudio Bellinati, Liliana 
Billanovich, Nicola Brunoro, Marco Callegari, Ireneo Daniele, Pierluigi Giovannucci, 
Pierantonio Gios, Catia Magni, Pio Pampaloni, Paolo Preto, and Sebastiano Sereno. In 
English, John Patrick Donnelly and Anne Jacobson Schutte are among the few who have 
worked on the region’s religious history; Barbarigo also appears occasionally in broader 
discussions of seventeenth-century bishops.

30. Nearly half of the dioceses of the early modern Catholic Church were in the 
Italian peninsula, meaning that many Italian dioceses were quite small, while many ul-
tramontane dioceses were unmanageably large. Padua, while not unmanageable, is more 
comparable with the northern dioceses than with small Italian sees.
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a useful archetype. First, he was deeply dedicated to reform; he had 
no interest in using his position as bishop to enrich his family or live 
luxuriously. In fact, he was famously ascetic and selfless, digging into 
his own pockets when his diocesan budget fell short.31 Second, he in-
herited a wealthy, reasonably manageable diocese that had already un-
dergone some reform, though less diligent bishops in recent years had 
caused some deterioration.32 The situation would have been familiar 
to many bishops across Europe. Most dioceses experienced a mix of 
bishops, some who were dedicated to reform and some who were more 
devoted to luxury. Padua was unusual in its wealth, but this helped 
to eliminate a key obstruction to reform, as poverty presented few 
challenges to Barbarigo. Although he did sometimes supplement his 
budget with his own money, the diocese could afford a seminary, vis-
itations, diocesan government, and other elements necessary for re-
form. Third, like most bishops of his era he came from a prominent 
family, had an elite legal education, and remained very well connected 
in both the secular and religious realms.33 Fourth, his outlook was in-
ternational: he followed European and Ottoman politics keenly and 
involved himself in missions abroad, participating in the Church’s at-
tempts at globalization. Finally, Barbarigo kept meticulous records of 
his thirty-three-year tenure, displaying the personal side of both the 
bishop and his flock. This makes it possible to trace his connections 
across Europe and to see how he designed his program of reform. An-
alyzing how Barbarigo approached reform can thus provide historians 

31. For example, he sold off some of his silver in order to buy the suppressed monas-
tery of Santa Maria in Vanzo for his seminary. Pierantonio Gios, “Santa Maria in Vanzo. 
Da priorato benedettino a seminario diocesano,” in Il seminario di Gregorio Barbarigo: 
trecento anni di arte, cultura, e fede, ed. Pierantonio Gios and Anna Maria Spiazzi (Padua: 
Seminario vescovile di Padova, 1997), 24. During his beatification trial, his extraordinary 
personal charity was frequently highlighted and was included as key evidence of his faith. 
Processus, Congregazione dei Riti, b. 3476, fol. 182v, ASV.

32. Stella, “L’età postridentina.”
33. The Council of Trent (like the Concordat of Bologna before it) mandated that 

bishops have a degree in either theology or law; most chose to study law in utroque and, in 
the Venetian republic, bishops with law degrees outnumbered theologian bishops five to 
one. Bergin, “The Counter-Reformation Church,” 55–57.
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with an archetype through which to understand both other reformers 
and the process of Catholic Reform more broadly.34

Cardinal-Bishop Gregorio Barbarigo and the  
Reform of the Diocese of Padua

To appreciate why Barbarigo chose particular models, we must 
first be aware of his background. He was born into a prominent fam-
ily, as was typical for members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. The 
Barbarigo were Venetian patricians who served in important govern-
mental positions in Venice and the territorial state. As the firstborn 
of his family, Gregorio was expected to pursue a political career as a 
Venetian senator. His childhood prepared him for this task; he was 
well educated, and at age fourteen he began helping with the fami-
ly business. Within a few years, he was being groomed for important 
service to the Venetian Republic. In 1643, when he was just eighteen, 
he was one of four young patricians chosen to join the Venetian con-
tingent sent to Münster to participate in the peace talks that ended 
the Thirty Years’ War. The leader of the Venetian delegation, Alvise 
Contarini (1597–1651), considered the diplomatic skills of Barbarigo 
and his friend Pietro Duodo impressive, and both were asked to re-
main in Münster until the treaty was signed in 1648. The two young 
men then traveled to the Low Countries and to Paris, and Barbarigo 
finally returned to Venice with the Venetian ambassador to France. 
He returned home to praise from the Venetian Senate but sad news 
from his family: his middle brother Pietro had died after an early bat-
tle of the War of Candia (1645–69).

34. As Günther Wassilowsky has recently argued, to see the impact of the Council 
of Trent (or indeed any council), historians must look to “creative appropriations,” local 
adaptations, fluctuations, and how reformers made selections from among the available 
reform goals. Günther Wassilowsky, “The Myths of the Council of Trent and the Con-
struction of Catholic Confessional Culture,” in The Council of Trent: Reform and Con-
troversy in Europe and Beyond (1545–1700), ed. Wim François and Violet Soen, vol. 1 (Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2018), 83.
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At twenty-three, his future career in the Venetian state seemed se-
cure (and more necessary, given the death of Pietro).35 Gregorio had 
other ideas, however. In Münster, he had met the papal nuncio Fabio 
Chigi (1599–1667), soon to be Pope Alexander VII (r. 1655–67), and 
the two had developed a close relationship. Chigi had also introduced 
him to the writings of Francis de Sales, who would later prove influ-
ential to Barbarigo.36 Gregorio continued to serve the Venetian state 
and went to Milan in 1649 as part of the Venetian delegation to wel-
come Maria Anna of Austria (1634–96), daughter of Emperor Ferdi-
nand III (1608–57) and future wife of Philip IV of Spain (1605–65). 
Upon his return, he became one of the Savi agli ordini, part of the 
Venetian Collegio.37 He had not fully committed to politics, however, 
and thought about an alternative life in the Church.

Barbarigo apparently grew more interested in the religious life in 
the early 1650s. It was at this point that he first told his confessor of his 
desire to enter the Church. According to Barbarigo’s friend and earli-
est biographer, Giuseppe Musocco (1668–1753), the priest told Barbari-
go that his talents would be wasted as a monk, and that he ought to 
become a secular priest and serve as a bishop.38 Though this may well 

35. Pierantonio Gios, “Il giovane Barbarigo: dal contesto familiare al cardinalato,” in 
Gregorio Barbarigo: patrizio veneto, vescovo e cardinale nella tarda Controriforma, ed. Lil-
iana Billanovich and Pierantonio Gios, vol. 3/1, San Gregorio Barbarigo—Fonti e ricerche 
(Padua: Istituto per la storia ecclesiastica padovana, 1999), 5–8.

36. Gabriele De Rosa, “Fabio Chigi e Gregorio Barbarigo,” in Gregorio Barbarigo: pa-
trizio veneto, vescovo e cardinale nella tarda Controriforma, ed. Liliana Billanovich and 
Pierantonio Gios, vol. 3/1, San Gregorio Barbarigo—Fonti e ricerche (Padua: Istituto per 
la storia ecclesiastica padovana, 1999), 37–38.

37. Gios, “Il giovane Barbarigo,” The Collegio set the agenda for and made proposals 
to the collected Senate, serving like a cabinet. The five Savi agli ordini were responsible for 
maritime affairs. They were the least important members of the Collegio, but they were in 
regular contact with the Doge, and the post conferred honor as it was typically given to 
promising young patricians who used it as a way to gain experience and insider knowledge 
of the government. For an in depth explanation of Venetian governmental structures, see 
Robert Finlay, Politics in Renaissance Venice (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University 
Press, 1980).

38. Gios, “Il giovane Barbarigo,” 15. According to Musocco, Barbarigo envisioned a 
quiet, contemplative life as a monk, rather than the active life of either a friar or secular 
priest.
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be hagiographic license, it makes sense. As a man trained for civil gov-
ernment, the role of bishop would be more appropriate than a contem-
plative and cloistered life. In 1653, Barbarigo traveled to Rome to see 
Fabio Chigi, then the papal Secretary of State, to ask his advice. On his 
return, he began his law degree at the University of Padua. Although 
he may have been convinced of his vocation at this point, he still had 
to extricate himself from family obligations. Fortunately for him, his 
youngest brother Antonio married in 1654, which helped lessen the 
blow that the firstborn son wanted to enter the Church. In 1655, Gre-
gorio finished his degree in canon and civil law at age thirty, and a few 
months later he was ordained by the Patriarch of Venice, only two days 
before Fabio Chigi became Alexander VII. By February 1656, Barbari-
go was in Rome, serving in the papal court as an auditor of the Rota.39

Barbarigo spent a year and a half in Rome, during which time 
he became friends with many important figures in the Church. 
Most notable among them were some of the most famous Jesuits of 
his day, including Athanasius Kircher (1602–80), Pietro Sforza Pal-
lavicino (1607–67), and Honoré Fabri (1608–88).40 The Jesuits had 
been banned from the Venetian Republic for Barbarigo’s entire life 
so far and were only allowed back in 1657, so he had not developed 
significant relationships with members of the order before he went 
to Rome.41 They made a lasting impression on the young priest, who 
found solace and tranquility in the Spiritual Exercises and had Jesuit 
spiritual advisors for most of his career.

39. Gios, 16–22. This position put Barbarigo in line for high offices in Rome; Chi-
gi, like the Venetian government, clearly recognized his potential and hoped to promote 
him.

40. Ugo Baldini, “L’influenza del cursus gesuitico nella strutturazione dei corsi supe-
riori del seminario padovano negli anni del Barbarigo,” Ricerche di storia sociale e religiosa 
49 (1996): 16. Kircher was a famous polymath who taught at the Collegium Romanum, 
Pallavicino was a professor of theology at the Collegium Romanum and a cardinal, and 
Fabri was a philosopher, mathematician, and theologian.

41. He did meet some of the Jesuits of the College of Brera and San Fedele when in 
Milan, but may not have had much contact with Jesuits beyond this one experience. Gios, 
“Il giovane Barbarigo,” 9.
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In 1657, Alexander VII appointed Barbarigo to his first episcopal 
see, the diocese of Bergamo near Milan. For Barbarigo, this was an 
opportunity to be close to the memory of his idol Charles Borromeo 
while still serving Venice, as the city was in the Milanese archdiocese 
but was part of the Venetian terrafirma (mainland) state. Barbarigo 
had already developed a devotion to Borromeo by the time he went 
to Milan in 1649 and during this trip he had asked the archbishop to 
open Borromeo’s urn for him.42 Barbarigo served in Bergamo for sev-
en years, which gave him time to test many of his ideas for reform. He 
established a bureaucratic organization for the diocese and focused 
on improving pastoral care and education, developing strategies he 
would later use in Padua. He was deeply involved in the ordination 
and oversight of parish priests, expanded the seminary of Bergamo 
fivefold, promoted catechism schools, and supported lay devotional 
activities.43 He also had a few opportunities to spread the faith when 
Protestant soldiers marched through his diocese during the War of 
Candia.44

In 1660, the Venetian government proposed him for the cardi-
nalate, and Alexander VII happily obliged. Barbarigo felt uncertain 
about accepting this honor, which he feared would distract him from 
his pastoral duties. His Jesuit spiritual advisor Giovanni Maria Vis-
conti (1612–84) convinced him that he could help not only his dio-
cese, but the Church as a whole, if he accepted the cardinal’s hat.45 In 
1664, after the death of Bishop Giorgio Corner of Padua (bp. 1642–
63), Alexander VII sent word to Barbarigo that he should prepare to 
move. Barbarigo resisted again, not wishing to abandon his people in 

42. Gios, 9.
43. For a detailed study of Barbarigo’s activity in Bergamo, see Montanari, Gregorio 

Barbarigo a Bergamo.
44. According to his beatification trial, he succeeded in converting soldiers encamp-

ed in Bergamo. Processus, Congregazione dei Riti, b. 3476, fol. 168r, ASV.
45. Gregorio Barbarigo, “Gesuiti desiderosissimi del suo servitio.” Le relazioni episto-

lari tra Gregorio Barbarigo e la Compagnia di Gesù, ed. Pierluigi Giovannucci, vol. 9, San 
Gregorio Barbarigo—Fonti e ricerche (Padua: Istituto per la storia ecclesiastica padova-
na, 2016), 38; and Gios, “Il giovane Barbarigo,” 23–24.
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Bergamo, but he ultimately bowed to the papal will and entered Pad-
ua in June 1664.46

Barbarigo found himself in charge of a large and wealthy diocese 
on the Venetian terrafirma, with nearly thirty parishes in the city and 
just shy of three hundred beyond it. A stretch of the diocese of Vi-
cenza divided his territory into two pieces, and the northern region 
entered into the Dolomite mountains, making travel a bit challeng-
ing. The city of Padua had one of the most important universities in 
Europe and was very wealthy. Many Venetian nobles had homes in 
the city and countryside, and the area also hosted a strong woolen in-
dustry.47

The diocese was home to more than a quarter of a million people, 
not including the residents of thirty-three monasteries and twenty- 
nine convents.48 These included key regional communities such as the 
Franciscans at Sant’Antonio, the Benedictine abbeys of Santa Giusti-
na and Praglia, the Camaldolese abbey of Santa Maria delle Carceri, 
the Dominicans at Sant’Agostino, and the Carmelites at Santa Maria 

46. Barbarigo expressed his reluctant acquiescence in a letter to the Jesuit Vicar Gen-
eral Giovan Paolo Oliva written from Bergamo on 9 April 1664, saying “I have no other 
option but to obey, therefore I am preparing for my departure.” (“Io adesso non ho altra 
parte che di obedire, onde mi accingo alla partenza.”) Barbarigo, Gesuiti desiderosissimi 
del suo servitio, 9:244. A letter of 16 February 1664 to Barbarigo from Giovanni Maria 
Visconti, clearly written in response to Barbarigo’s hesitancy to go to Padua, addressed 
his concerns one-by-one, while acknowledging that Barbarigo did not “take pleasure in 
change, and would not consent if not out of obedience” to the move. (“V[ostra] E[minen-
za] da vero non habbia gusto nella mutatione, e non sia per consentirvi se non per obedi-
enza.”) Barbarigo, 9:137.

47. For more on manufacturing in Padua, see Carlo Marco Belfanti, “Hosiery Man-
ufacturing in the Venetian Republic (16th–18th Centuries),” in At the Centre of the Old 
World: Trade and Manufacturing in Venice and on the Venetian Mainland, 1400–1800, ed. 
Paola Lanaro (Toronto: Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 2006), 250–51; 
Edoardo Demo, “Wool and Silk. The Textile Urban Industry of the Venetian Mainland 
(15th–17th Centuries),” in At the Centre of the Old World, ed. Paola Lanaro, 220; and 
Walter Panciera, “The Industries of Venice in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centu-
ries,” in At the Centre of the Old World, ed. Paola Lanaro, 189.

48. Barbarigo provided this information in his 1689 Relatione ad limina, which is 
published in Billanovich, “Le ‘Relationes ad limina’ di Gregorio Barbarigo,” 237.
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del Carmine.49 Twenty-four of the convents were in the city of Padua, 
and the remaining five were located in the large towns of Este, Mon-
tagnana, Marostica, and Piove di Sacco.50 The diocese mostly consist-
ed of small rural villages with one or two churches each, but the large 
towns of Montagnana, Este, Monselice, and Piove di Sacco had sever-
al churches and collegiate chapters.51 In the sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries, Padua had been under the care of several reforming 
bishops, but some of the diocese’s more recent appointees had been 
less devoted and had let reforms slide.52 Nevertheless, some reforms 
had taken root, leaving Barbarigo with a foundation upon which to 
build.

By the time Barbarigo arrived in Padua, he already had strong 
connections with many of his models for reform. He had been raised 
in and maintained strong relationships with the Venetian patriciate. 
Chigi had introduced him to the spirituality of Francis de Sales. He 
was long devoted to Charles Borromeo and had used the Acta Ecclesi-
ae Mediolanensis as a guide for reforming his first diocese. He had de-
veloped strong relationships with Jesuits in Rome and Bergamo. His 
final influences, however, came later in life. When Barbarigo arrived 
in Padua he found himself much more subject to the whims of Ven-
ice, given Padua’s proximity and importance to his native city. Here 
he found examples of other Veneto and, particularly, Paduan bishops 
helpful. Niccolò Ormaneto (bp. 1570–77), who had worked for Bor-

49. Francesco Trolese, “Il vescovo Barbarigo e gli ordini religiosi,” in Gregorio Bar-
barigo: patrizio veneto, vescovo, e cardinale nella tarda controriforma (1625–1697), ed. Lili-
ana Billanovich and Pierantonio Gios, vol. 3/2, 9 vols., San Gregorio Barbarigo—Fonti e 
ricerche (Padua: Istituto per la storia ecclesiastica padovana, 1999), 867–934.

50. Piove di Sacco had two convents. Liliana Billanovich, Fra centro e periferia, vol. 1, 
San Gregorio Barbarigo—Fonti e ricerche (Padua: Istituto per la storia ecclesiastica pado-
vana, 1993), 130n183.

51. These four towns were the only ones large enough to have their own collegiate 
chapters. Population data from priests’ reports in Montagnana, Monselice, and Marosti-
ca put their populations at around seven to ten thousand people each. Visitationes, b. 31 
(1664), fols. 236–69; b. 32 (1665), fols. 173–77; and b. 59 (1690), fols. 15–17, ACVP.

52. See Stella, “L’età postridentina.”



I n t r oduc t ion  23

romeo before being assigned to Padua, proved particularly valuable.53 
And records archived in his own offices, as well as information about 
bishops from further afield, became useful as Barbarigo navigated his 
new diocese.

Another major influence—and a crucial new connection—arose 
through Barbarigo’s work as a cardinal. Although his primary focus 
was on his duties as bishop, Barbarigo could not escape the require-
ments of the cardinalate, particularly attendance at conclaves. During 
Barbarigo’s thirty-seven years as a cardinal, five papal elections took 
place, each requiring a period of time away from Padua. While Bar-
barigo fretted about the time he spent outside of Padua, his travels in-
troduced him to men who proved critical for his missionary efforts.54

In 1670, after the election of Clement X (d. 1676), Barbarigo 
traveled to Florence to perform an important ceremony for the new 
Grand Duke of Tuscany, Cosimo III. Barbarigo inducted Cosimo 
into the Order of Santo Stefano, Tuscany’s noble military order, at the 
Grand Duke’s request.55 The two men developed a mutual respect and 
regard, and from 1680 to 1697 maintained a regular correspondence. 
With Cosimo, Barbarigo discussed his struggles and triumphs in re-
form, his interest in European politics, and his hopes for Catholic 
missions, particularly in England and southeastern Europe. He also 
sought assistance procuring rare typesets for his printing press so he 

53. Paolo Preto, “Un aspetto della riforma cattolica nel Veneto: l’episcopato padova-
no di Niccolò Ormaneto,” Studi Veneziani 11 (1969): 325–63.

54. He requested permission to return to Padua several times and expressed concern 
in his letters. In a letter to his father on 6 May 1679, he wrote “My diocese laments and 
suffers, and I believe it.” (“La mia diocese si lamenta e patische, e lo credo.”) Gregorio Bar-
barigo, Gregorio Barbarigo alla Corte di Roma, 1676–1680: lettere familiari e di governo, 
ed. Pio Pampaloni, vol. 6, San Gregorio Barbarigo—Fonti e ricerche (Padua: Istituto per 
la storia ecclesiastica padovana, 2009), 441. On 27 January 1680, he informed his Vicar 
General that he was requesting permission again to return home, and that he hoped “to 
be in residence for Lent.” (“Spero esser per quaresima alla residenza.”) This request was 
granted. Barbarigo, 6:703.

55. Gaetano Greco, “Saggio introduttivo,” in Lettere di Gregorio Barbarigo a Cosimo 
III de’ Medici (1680–1697), ed. Pierantonio Gios, vol. 5 (Padua: Istituto per la storia eccle-
siastica padovana, 2003), viii.
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could produce texts for missionary purposes. His letters to the Tus-
can Grand Duke make it clear that Barbarigo saw little difference be-
tween his role and that of his correspondent; both were struggling to 
govern and reform their own territories in a way that pleased God.56

After the conclave of 1676, the new pope Innocent XI kept Bar-
barigo in Rome to oversee the reform of Roman monasteries and cat-
echism schools. Innocent XI only released Barbarigo from this obli-
gation and allowed him to return to Padua in 1680. During this and 
other trips to Rome, Barbarigo met members of the Sacred Congrega-
tion of the Propaganda Fide, the Church’s missionary arm founded in 
1622. He became particularly close with Cardinal Girolamo Casanate 
(1620–1700), who ran the Propaganda Fide’s Polyglot Press (est. 1626), 
and with a few other men serving in the Congregation or teaching at 
the attached Collegio Urbano (est. 1627), which trained missionaries. 
These connections allowed Barbarigo to become more involved in the 
process of spreading Catholicism in his final decades; he offered his 
help to the Propaganda Fide and the Collegio Urbano and modeled 
his own printing press after the Polyglot Press.

The particular circumstances that led Barbarigo to these models 
are unique to him, but these influences were not unusual for a bishop 
of his era. As the Propaganda Fide was only established in 1622, earli-
er reformers could not have been involved. Even in Barbarigo’s day, it 
was not particularly common for bishops to have strong connections 
to the Congregation, but reform always involved some level of prose-
lytizing and converting. This was a higher priority for reformers with 
non-Catholic populations within or near their borders, but the spec-
ter of heresy and apostasy was real for all reformers, and Catholicism 
had always been a missionary faith. I argue that Barbarigo’s strate-
gies, while particular to Padua and himself, are representative of the 

56. Liliana Billanovich, “L’episcopato padovano (1664–1697): indirizzi, riforme, gov-
erno,” in Gregorio Barbarigo: patrizio veneto, vescovo e cardinale nella tarda Controrifor-
ma, ed. Liliana Billanovich and Pierantonio Gios, vol. 3/1, San Gregorio Barbarigo—Fon-
ti e ricerche (Padua: Istituto per la storia ecclesiastica padovana, 1999), 479.
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methods of many reforming bishops. The details vary, but the overall 
program and goals were the same: bishops had to identify the most 
pressing problems and strategize ways to handle them, in order to cre-
ate a well-organized Church with educated and moral clergy and de-
vout, educated, and obedient laypeople. For many bishops, Barbarigo 
included, this goal was slightly extended: the idealized Church should 
exist not only in Catholic Europe, but should also retake Protestant 
territories, integrate the Greek Orthodox, and convert the Jews, Mus-
lims, and other non-Christian populations, creating a truly catholic, 
global Church.

The Bishop’s Burden

This book begins where Barbarigo did, with his first visitation to 
the diocese of Padua from 1664 to 1671. During this first major pasto-
ral act, Barbarigo learned about his new territory, spoke to his priests 
and parishioners, and discovered the major problems facing his dio-
cese. The first chapter lays out the problems Barbarigo would need 
to solve, while also giving a sense of what Catholicism looked like in 
mostly rural Padua in the late seventeenth century. As Barbarigo dis-
covered, he would need to establish his own authority and set up a di-
ocesan government before he could turn to his major concerns: pasto-
ral care, education, and spreading the faith. The remaining four body 
chapters examine each of the major challenges Barbarigo discovered 
and his strategies for reform.

Chapter 2 focuses on the issue of power and administration and 
addresses a common division made by scholars between religion and 
politics. Reforming bishops often had large and diffuse territories 
in which many different sources of power competed for control; to 
achieve reforms, a bishop had to establish his own authority and de-
velop a system of governance. In Padua, Barbarigo faced overlapping 
jurisdictions and challenges from Rome, Venice, regular and colle-
giate clergy, local nobility, and the parish communities themselves; 
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this was a common combination for reforming bishops. By using the 
examples of other bishops and of the Venetian Republic, Barbarigo 
limited the incursion of competing authorities and created a bureau-
cracy to help govern his diocese. With this system in place to help him 
promote and maintain change, he could turn to caring for his flock.

Chapter 3 examines one of the most pressing concerns for Barbari-
go, the provision of pastoral care. As Barbarigo considered reform a 
top-down process, he thought it was his duty to provide a good mod-
el and enforce standards for priests. These clerics then would provide 
their parishioners with examples, instruction, and spiritual leadership, 
thus turning them into good Catholics. This meant that the quality 
of the clergy was a top priority, and as Barbarigo had discovered in his 
first visitation, nearly a third of his priests did not come close to meet-
ing expectations. Although Barbarigo remained focused on the clergy, 
as he assumed that good clergy would lead to good lay communities, 
he also involved himself directly with laypeople, attempting to help 
the priests enforce standards of morality and promote beneficial devo-
tional activities. In all of this, Barbarigo followed the examples set by 
other bishops, including post-Tridentine bishop-saints like Borromeo 
and de Sales and his predecessors in the Veneto.

Chapter 4 turns to Barbarigo’s work to educate the clergy. The 
Paduan seminary was floundering when Barbarigo arrived, but he re-
vitalized the institution, turning it into one of the premier seminaries 
in Europe. To create an intellectually and spiritually rigorous program 
of education in both the seminary and the college he founded for boys, 
Barbarigo turned to the Jesuits. Bishops commonly adopted some el-
ements of Jesuit instruction or hired Jesuits to teach, but Barbarigo 
went further than most, making only minor adjustments to the Jesuit 
curriculum and adopting the Spiritual Exercises as a regular practice 
for seminarians. This would, he felt, ensure a well-educated group of 
priests, but like many reforms, seminaries would take a long time to 
manifest change. More than a thousand priests served in the diocese, 
while only a hundred young men could study at the seminary at once, 
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most spending several years there. Realistically, Barbarigo could not 
replace all poorly educated priests or demand seminary training for 
all new clerics. To address the educational needs of priests outside 
the seminary, Barbarigo also created continuing education programs, 
which he modeled after strategies used by Charles Borromeo.

The final chapter looks beyond the Catholic population of the 
Paduan diocese, as the bishop himself did. Barbarigo harbored deep 
interest in the goals of spreading Catholicism but had limited oppor-
tunities for such work at home in Padua. He did convert a few dozen 
people, mostly Jews from the Paduan ghetto and the occasional travel-
er, but he wanted to do more. For this, he had to get involved with the 
Propaganda Fide. His primary interest, no doubt colored by his polit-
ical knowledge and affiliations, was in missions in southeastern Eu-
rope and the Ottoman Empire. He worked to support these missions 
by training missionaries at his seminary, where he offered a wide array 
of foreign languages not needed in Padua, and by printing materials 
like catechisms for missions abroad at his impressively outfitted print-
ing press. He also personally hosted displaced eastern Catholic clergy, 
providing them with support and work in his diocese when they were 
unable to reside in their own. When appropriate, as when he thought 
that Catholicism might be reintroduced to England, he offered to 
send priests working in his diocese as missionaries. Finally, he provid-
ed counsel to both Venice and the Propaganda Fide on confessional 
conflicts faced in the Venetian stato da mar, the maritime empire on 
the eastern Adriatic coast. Although these actions were beyond the 
call of duty for the bishop of a landlocked Italian diocese, Barbarigo 
saw the extirpation of ignorance and the spread of the Catholic faith 
as central to his duties as a man of the cloth.

During his 1683 synod, Barbarigo asked his priests to pardon him, 
for the work of a bishop was difficult: “so heavy is the burden, so great 
the obligation, so rigorous the reckoning that the eternal Judge asks of 
me for all of this diocese to the point of my death.”57 By drawing on 

57. “È così grave il peso, così grande l’obbligazione, così stretto il conto che il Giudice  
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methods of reform, governance, and mission used by a variety of mod-
els in and beyond the Church, Barbarigo was able to create a program 
to assist him with the burdens he shouldered. The Tridentine decrees 
gave him a goal to work towards but offered little help in finding the 
right path; for that he had to rely on his own connections and experi-
ences and be flexible enough to adjust when something did not work 
as planned or when he encountered resistance. He struggled with 
the idea of flexibility; at times he adjusted his strategies, but often he 
seems to have believed strongly in the validity of his plan, even when 
he did not see the expected results. His goals sometimes seem both in-
flexible and unrealistic; he hoped somehow to stop more than a quar-
ter of a million people from sinning, and when he inevitably failed, 
he nearly died in despair. And yet, the Church remembers him as a 
second Borromeo, a triumphant reformer, an able administrator, and 
an admirable pastoral leader, worthy of canonization for his heroic ef-
forts to reform his diocese. Historians should see him as a different 
type of model bishop: not as the hero described in the hagiography, 
but as an example of how a bishop could approach the Sisyphean task 
of reforming a diocese in early modern Europe.

eterno è per domandarmi di tutta questa diocesi al punto della mia morte.” “Primo discor-
so al clero padovano nel Sinodo del 1683,” in Gregorio Barbarigo, San Gregorio Barbarigo 
ai suoi sacerdoti, ed. Claudio Bellinati (Padua: Gregoriana libreria editrice, 1997), 70.
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