
A good – albeit rudimentary – way to highlight the network of collabo-
rators, confreres, friends, and powerful patrons who gravitated around 
Luke Wadding and his world is to look at the index of names found 
in the collection of letters edited by the Franciscan historian Brendan 
Jennings in 1953, which expanded the first calendar published by the 
Historical Manuscripts Commission in 1906.1

Jenning’s volume has three different indexes – persons, places, and 
subjects – which amount to fifty-seven pages in total. A quick look at the 
index of persons provides a hint of the great number of the people with 
whom Wadding and his close confreres were in contact. It consists of 
thirty-five pages, in which are cited names of prestigious Italian prelates, 
diplomats, and unknown Irish clerics – such as a certain Father “Jacobus 
de Hibernia,” who in 1629 seemed to be hosted by Wadding at St Isidore’s.2 
Yet the index conveys only a partial view of the Franciscan’s network, a 
problem which is likely influenced by the fact that the majority of his cor-
respondence consists of the letters received by the Irishman. Given the wide 
range of his personal network, this chapter will provide an overview of the 
main figures with whom Wadding entered in contact, attending mainly to 
those who played a crucial role for his career and activities.

As pointed out in the introduction, Wadding’s coming to Rome – at 
mid-December 1618 – was the consequence of a complex patchwork 
of diplomatic and religious connections between the Spanish monar-
chy and the Holy See. The Franciscan arrived in the city following his 
appointment as theological advisor to the extraordinary embassy on 
the Immaculate Conception which was organized by Philipp III, and 
which had to petition the pope to define this devotion as a Catholic 
dogma.3

Given that he was educated in the Iberian Peninsula where he felt un-
der the patronage of Antonio De Trejo, the Franciscan vicar general and 
from 1618 the bishop of Cartagena, it is not surprising that Wadding’s ar-
rival in Rome was placed on an easy footing. This “easy footing” meant 
that Wadding soon had a favourable reception within the Papal Curia. 
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During the first period of his Roman life, Wadding could rely on the 
hospitality provided by the convent of San Pietro in Montorio, which, by 
that time, was run by his Spanish confreres, and which fully embodied 
the patronage of the Spanish crown on the city.4 Wadding’s early years in 
Rome were also favoured by the fact that he could enjoy on the support 
of two prominent Irish figures of that period: Albert Hugh O’Donnell 
(1606–1642), second earl of Tyrone, and Florence Conry, his confrere 
and archbishop of Tuam. In 1619, these two influential Irishmen wrote 
to Cardinal Fabrizio Verallo (1560–1624), who since 1616 acted as pro-
tector of Ireland, in order to request Wadding’s appointment as bishop 
of Waterford. Although their request was never taken into consideration, 
both these letters depicted – with emphasis – Wadding who was intro-
duced as a man of “nobility, discipline, intelligence,” and who always 
conducted “a blameless life.”5

Beyond being one of the chief theologians in Philip III’s embassy, the 
position of Wadding in Rome was further enhanced by the fact that, 
while in Spain, he succeeded in gaining the esteem of Benignus of Ge-
noa (1575–1651), minister general of the Franciscan order from 1615 
to 1625. It was this latter who, in 1619, charged the Irishman with a 
prestigious but challenging role: to collect and arrange chronologically 
enough material to compile a general history of the Franciscans since 
their foundation. Cleary this task offered Wadding an invaluable oppor-
tunity to extend his correspondence to members of different houses and 
branches of the Franciscan order. In 1632, he declared to Michele Misse-
rotti, general of the Franciscan Conventuals, that he intended to search 
for all relevant information among the Observants, the Conventuals, 
and the Capuchins in order to have a full understanding of the complex 
history of the Franciscan order.6

During the 1620, Wadding’s role within the papal curia increased as 
he began to sit as consultor or as a savant in a series of prominent Ro-
man congregations. This favoured the Franciscan who could expand his 
network of influential contacts. The Congregation of Rites – established 
by Sixtus V (1521–1590) in 1588 – was one of the congregations in 
which the Franciscan acted as adviser, and in particular in the complex 
matter of the Roman breviary’s revision.7 From mid-July of 1629 until 
mid-December 1631, with very few exceptions, Wadding participated to 
the meetings together with other noteworthy Italian theologians such 
as the Barnabite Bartolomeo Gavanti (1569–1638), the Jesuit Terenzio 
Alciati (1570–1651), prefect of the Collegio Romano,8 Ilarione Rancati 
(1594–1663), and – above all – Cardinal Luigi Caetani (1595–1642) who 
presided over the commission.9 One of the most tangible outcomes of 
Wadding’s activity in the revision of the Roman breviary was that he 
succeeded in insertion the feast of St Patrick in the new liturgical calen-
dar, thus placing the most iconic Irish saint within the global context of 
early-modern Catholicism.10
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During the early 1630s, Wadding distinguished himself as one of 
the most expert and versatile consultors of the Sacred Congregation de 
“Propaganda Fide” not only on the thorny matters of the Irish church, 
but also on a variety of other questions such as the Chaldean Baptism, 
the Theatine Georgian mission, the difficulties of the Greek church, or 
the dangers faced by the Catholic missionaries active in Japan.11 His 
capacity to interact on many fronts played in favour of the Franciscan 
who could develop firm contacts with the most influential members of 
the congregation. One of these prelates was Cardinal Roberto Ubal-
dini (1581–1635), former nuncio in France and one of Propaganda’s 
first members.12 It was Wadding himself who, at mid-January 1631, 
declared to abbot Ferdinando Ughelli (1595–1670), the first scholar 
who conceived a history of the Italian bishops arranged per diocese,13 
that he frequently went to the Cardinal’s house “on the occasion of the 
various congregations of Propaganda to which I attend.”14 Wadding’s 
capacity to obtain and held so many roles in prestigious congregations 
thus bypassed the traditional mechanism of patronage which existed 
in the Rome of the seventeenth century, and which usually privileged 
Italian clerics over foreigners.15 According to Francis Harold, Wad-
ding’s nephew, Urban VIII decided to confer all these offices to the 
Irishman by virtue of the close friendship which existed between 
Cardinal Francesco Barberini, the Pope’s nephew, and the Waterford 
Franciscan.16

A fascinating feature of Wadding’s personality is that he did not avail 
of his network of friends and patrons merely to build his own career 
but used it in order to change the situation of the Irish who resided in 
the city. Prior to Wadding’s arrival, the Franciscan’s fellow countrymen 
were a small and uninfluential community amid the myriad of foreign 
natio who resided in Rome.17 During the early seventeenth century, 
the Irish in Rome suffered for want of a proper structure – like a col-
lege or a national church – which could provide support, and, at the 
same time, represent them as a distinct community in the Roman con-
text.18 This absence inevitably contrasted with the English and Scots 
community that, during the Middle Ages, could rely on their respective 
hospices, which were transformed in the English and Scots College be-
tween the late sixteenth century and the early seventeenth century.19 
This lack of a dedicated structure emphasized the isolation of the Irish 
in Rome, resulting in a negative perception of them. A telling example 
of this was an anonymous and undated memoir addressed to Cardinal 
Ludovico Ludovisi, which argued that the founding of an Irish college 
in Rome would change the negative views on the Irish held by many in 
the city.20

Wadding used his entourage to radically turn things in favour of his 
fellow countrymen, thus stirring the interest of influential and wealthy 
figures – both ecclesiastical and lay. The Franciscan’s capacity to move 



80 Matteo Binasco

within and beyond the Papal Curia emerged during the years between 
1624 and 1625, when he found himself enmeshed in a series of events that 
would lead him to establish the first Irish College in Rome. The origins of 
these events lay in 1621, when a small group of Spanish Discalced Fran-
ciscans arrived in Rome with the intention of building a friary dedicated 
to St Isidore’s (1080–1130) who was canonized in 1622. However, the 
building of the friary soon encountered problems due to escalating ex-
penses, and thus the Spanish Franciscans were forced to leave. According 
to the account of events written by Harold, Wadding did not play a proac-
tive role in the early stage because it was Benignus of Genoa who decided 
to invite the Irishman to take over the unfinished friary of St Isidore’s in 
order to complete it. The decision to contact Wadding was motivated by 
the fact that, according to him, the Irishman had a network of powerful 
friends who could provide a persistent financial support.21 Yet a later let-
ter that, 1656, Wadding addressed to Alexander VII proves a completely 
different picture. In it, the Franciscan clearly stated that it had been he 
himself who wanted to clear the unfinished friary from the debts in order 
to establish a college for the Irish province.22 What seems sure is that the 
process which brought to the establishment of St Isidore’s revealed the 
influential network developed by Wadding. Amid the prominent figures 
approached by the Franciscan there were Urban VIII, Cardinal Francesco 
Barberini, and Ruiz Gomez da Silva, duke of Pastrana, the Spanish am-
bassador in Rome, who all agreed to support the Franciscan.23

Officially St Isidore’s – the first Irish structure for the training of 
clergy in Rome – was founded on 13th June 1625. Wadding’s capac-
ity to gather around the newborn college a series of benefactors and 
patrons revealed his dual loyalty towards the Spanish monarchy, and 
the Papal Curia. The financial support provided to the Franciscan col-
lege clearly indicates this aspect because, from 1625 to 1630, almost 
20,000 crowns were granted to Wadding in order to ensure the purchase 
of the site, the completion of the college’s structure, and the acquisition 
of the first books for the library. This consistent financial assistance was 
given by Urban VIII, the two Cardinals Barberini, Cardinal Ludovico 
Ludovisi, his bother Prince Niccolò Ludovisi (1613–1664), King Philip 
IV (1605–1665), and the Spanish ambassador in Rome.24 The level of 
funding provided to St Isidore’s allowed the college to develop quickly 
not only into a proper institution of missionary formation, but also into 
a prominent centre of scholastic studies.25 According to the records of 
Sant’Andrea delle Fratte, the parish in which St Isidore’s was located, 
the college had already twenty students enrolled in 1625, a figure that 
possibly contributed to consider this area as Isola d’Hibernia – literally 
an “Area of Ireland.”26

Wadding’s ability to win such a high level of patronage was demon-
strated by the personalities who regularly attended the college. The re-
cords of the theses defended at St Isidore’s for the years from 1632 to 
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1649 are a good means to display the deep connections that the Francis-
can had successfully built. During that period twenty-two theses were 
defended and each of them was dedicated to prominent members of the 
Holy See, who, most of the time, attended the discussion. The list in-
cluded Cardinals of high standing like Francesco Barberini, Alonso de 
la Cueva Benavides y Mendoza-Carrillo (1574–1655), Peter Pàzmàny 
(1570–1637), Giulio Roma (1584–1652), and Agostino Spinola Basa-
done (1597–1649), as well as Nicola Ridolfi (1578–1650), general of 
the Dominicans from 1629 to 1642 and master of the Sacred Apostolic 
Palace.27 The list also mentioned Don Manuel de Moura Cortereal 
(1590–1651), marques de Castelo Rodrigo, and Prince Jerzy Ossolinsk 
(1595–1650), respectively Spanish ambassador from 1632 to 1642, and 
Polish diplomat – in 1633 – in Rome.28

The process of foundation of St Isidore’s strengthened the prestige of 
Wadding who, from that moment onwards, developed a series of per-
sonal connections with the most influential figures who supported the 
college’s establishment. In particular, the Franciscan established a closer 
link with Cardinal Ludovisi, who, since 1625, acted as protector of Ire-
land.29 For his part the Italian prelate viewed in the Franciscan a trust-
worthy advisor, who could help him to support the Irish cause both in 
Ireland and in Rome. The cooperation between the Irishman and Ludo-
visi became particularly intense when the Cardinal needed advices on 
the possibility of building a college for the Irish secular clergy in Rome. 
It is noteworthy that, in the early stage, Ludovisi also sought the support 
of John Roche (1576–1636), a secular priest, who, since 1621, acted as 
“agent” in Rome for the Irish bishops.30 Yet the cooperation between 
the two was short for, in 1627, Roche returned to Ireland following his 
appointment as bishop of Ferns. Roche’s departure left Wadding in com-
plete charge of the task to establish the first Irish secular college in the 
city. Given that the only form of support came from the private finances 
of Ludovisi, Wadding managed to find a small rented house close to St 
Isidore’s, where the secular students would attend the lectures.31 

One outstanding element which arises from all the founding process 
of the Irish College, which was opened in early January of 1628, is the 
deep influence exercised by Wadding over Ludovisi. From the choice of 
the site to the first college’s constitutions, which were written by the 
Franciscan, everything seems to demonstrate how Wadding acted as the 
“shadow” of the Cardinal protector.32 The extent of Wadding’s power 
over the Cardinal was clearly perceived in Rome, but also outside the 
city. In a letter sent from Madrid in early August 1627, Conry frankly 
admitted to his confrere that he had “a lot of influence” on Ludovisi.33 
Another demonstration of the Franciscan’s influence over the Italian 
prelate is provided by abbot Carlo Bartolomeo Piazza (1632–1703) – an 
Italian scholar of the late seventeenth century – who, in his account 
on the ecclesiastical establishments of Rome, declared that Ludovisi 
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founded the Irish College “with the persuasions of the father Luke Wad-
ding.”34 A further proof of the close link which existed between the 
Franciscan and the Cardinal comes from a letter written by Ludovisi 
himself to Wadding, in late January 1629. Ludovisi expressed his hap-
piness because “the youth of my college attend with fervour to their 
studies, and that they should be promptly disposed to the teachings of 
Your paternity.”35

With the death of Cardinal Ludovisi in 1632, Wadding lost a powerful 
ally and protector. His death somehow affected the Franciscan who be-
gan to be embroiled in a series of harsh disputes. Officially the testament 
of the Cardinal stated that the management of the Irish College had to be 
transferred to the Jesuits from the Irish Franciscan of St Isidore’s, which, 
until that moment, had supervised the secular seminary’s activity.36 
From 1632 until early 1635, when the Irish College’s administration was 
officially handed to the Jesuits, Wadding was targeted by specific accu-
sations.37 According to an anonymous memorandum, possibly compiled 
in 1633, and addressed to Antonio Barberini – who since 1632 acted as 
Cardinal protector of Ireland – Wadding had a detrimental impact on 
the Irish church due to his outspoken partiality towards the clerics of 
Old English lineage, and in particular those who came from Munster, 
his native province.38 Beyond the supposed discrimination against the 
fellow countrymen from the Gaelic areas – a problem linked to the pro-
vincial issues of the student body which had already beset other Irish 
Colleges – the document stated that, due to his departure from the island 
at very early age, Wadding had “no sufficient news from the Kingdom of 
Ireland,” and that “his correspondents are all in Rome.”39

Due to the lack of further evidence, it is difficult to assess who brought 
these accusations against Wadding. What is sure is that they had no 
impact on the career of the Franciscan who, during the 1630s and early 
1640s, succeeded in expanding the web of his personal networks even 
outside of Rome. During that period Wadding was contacted not only 
by his fellow countrymen but also by a series of Italian ecclesiastics who 
came to identify the Irishman as a lobbyist to promote their interests 
in the curia, particularly in the Congregation of the Index. The letter 
that, in 1635, Scipione Agnelli Maffei (1586–1653), bishop of Casale 
from 1624 to 1653, addressed to Wadding is indicative of how much 
pressure and expectation was placed on him. In 1635, the bishop wrote 
to the Franciscan and asked him to “favour more and more strongly” 
his book.40 Of almost the same tone was the letter that, in 1640, Remi-
gio della Tripalda, an Italian Franciscan, send to Wadding. The Italian 
Franciscan openly hoped that “your very reverend paternity may favour 
this effort a lot.”41

A further indication of how Wadding’s help was considered instru-
mental is demonstrated by the correspondence that, during the years 
1641–1647, he developed with Giovanni Pietro Puricelli (1589–1659), 
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a secular priest of the Milano’s diocese, who was compiling a history on 
the Umiliati, a monastic order founded in 1201.42 The letters that Wad-
ding sent to Puricelli in those years reveal once again the prestige gained 
by the Franciscan in the Roman congregations, and particularly in the 
Congregation of the Index. In a letter penned to Puricelli in early 1641, 
the Franciscan frankly declared to have done his best to protect his man-
uscript from any possible criticism.43 In another letter written in 1644, 
Wadding accounted to the secular that some opponents of his book sent 
some writings to Giovanni Battista de Marini (1597–1669), secretary of 
the Congregation of the Index. Yet the Franciscan reassured Puricelli 
stating that “and I esteem that these little, or nothing could do against 
the book,” and if the Congregation dealt with it soon, he would hasten 
the publication of the manuscript, which although never concretized.44

The intellectual achievements of Wadding played a part in the con-
struction of the Franciscan’s network of contacts. His task as the chief 
compiler of the Annales combined with the growing scholarly reputation 
of St Isidore’s brought a series of intellectuals to turn him for advices and 
information. One of these was Federico Ubaldini (1610–1657), personal 
secretary of Cardinal Francesco Barberini and intellectual at the service 
of Urban VIII, who contacted Wadding in order to obtain details on 
a certain Franciscan poet named frat’Anastasio di Milano, whom the 
Irishman deemed an unsuitable subject for a book.45

For his part, Wadding availed of the intellectuals with whom he en-
tered in contact for his pieces of research on ecclesiastical history, but, 
at the same time, for favouring his confrères who came to Rome. In the 
first case the correspondence that, in the years 1633–1639, he developed 
with Pier Maria Campi (1569–1649), a canon of Piacenza’s cathedral 
and author of an extensive ecclesiastical history of his city, indicates that 
the Franciscan sought to expand his interests well beyond the search for 
the documents necessary for the compilation of the Annales Minorum.46 
In the second case the Irishman used the links with the most influential 
scholars at the Papal Curia in order to access places – like the Vatican 
Library – where very few people could be admitted. The undated letter 
that Wadding addressed to Lucas Holstenius (1596–1661) – the German 
superintendent of the Vatican Library – is an eloquent sign of the repu-
tation held by the Franciscan. In it, Wadding asked Holstenius to allow 
the Franciscan provincials, gathered at Rome at general chapter, to see 
the Vatican Library.47

A noteworthy feature which transpires from Wadding’s correspon-
dence is the confidence that he had gained amid the prominent members 
of the Papal Curia. In the case of some Cardinals, the Franciscan had 
developed such a personal link that went beyond the official correspon-
dence or the meetings to the various congregations which he attended 
as consultor. Indeed, the Franciscan had direct access to the Cardinals’ 
private residences, where he could gather first-hand information on a 
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variety of matters. An example of this confidence is provided by the let-
ter that, at mid-April 1632, Wadding addressed to Antonio Caracciolo, 
consultor of the Congregation of the Index and of the Rites and brother 
of St Francesco Caracciolo (1563–1608), the founder of the Caraccio-
lines.48 In his letter, the Franciscan recounted a visit to have visited Car-
dinal Gaspar de Borja y Velasco (1589–1645) in his private residence, 
where he had been updated of the growing contrasts between the Span-
ish ambassador and the viceroy of the Kingdom of Naples.49

For certain key figures of the papal curia Wadding developed a strong 
loyalty. This became evident in the case of the two Cardinals Barber-
ini, Antonio and Francesco. This connection consistently strengthened 
during the early 1640s, when, due to the outbreak of the Ulster rebellion 
and the establishment of the Irish Confederates, the relations between 
Ireland and the Holy See were reinforced.50 Given his prominent roles 
in Rome, Wadding soon became the point of contact between the Papal 
Curia and the Irish Confederation, which, in early December 1642, ap-
pointed the Irishman as their official agent in Rome.51 His appointment 
fitted within the broader strategy elaborated by the Irish Confederates 
who established a network of clerical “agents” at the main European 
Catholic courts in order to seek external recognition and support for 
their rebellion.52

Given his “diplomatic” role, Wadding identified in the Cardinals Bar-
berini, and particularly in Antonio Barberini, the privileged spokesmen 
for the growing requests of support from Ireland. Despite his lack of a 
professional diplomatic background, the Irishman displayed a genuine 
commitment to support the Irish cause by playing a dual role: fun-
nelling updated accounts that he received on the military operations 
of the Irish insurgents, and lobbying Cardinal Antonio Barberini to 
fund the Irish cause, and, at the same time, to dispatch an agent to 
survey the situation on the island.53 Wadding’s efforts proved success-
ful as, in March 1642, the Cardinal agreed to grant 12,000 crowns 
to the Irish Confederates, and to favour the appointment of Pierfran-
cesco Scarampi (1596–1656), an Italian Oratorian Priest as papal agent 
to Ireland, a decision which would pave the ground to the establish-
ment of the nunciature of Gianbattista Rinuccini, archbishop of Fermo 
 (1592–1653) in 1645.54

Scarampi’s mission to Ireland was once again a demonstration of 
Wadding’s ability to use his influence in Rome. A tangible example were 
the 30,000 crowns which were given to Scarampi, and which the Fran-
ciscan had collected from the Barberini, Pamfili, and Spada as well as 
other Roman noble families.55 Even after the troubled election of Inno-
cent X (1574–1655) in 1644, which fostered an openly anti-Barberini 
climate in city, the Franciscan continued to lobby the most prominent 
prelates of the Papal Curia in order to support the Irish cause. The plea 
that he submitted to Cardinal Roma at mid-December of 1644 well 
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displays his commitment to back his fellow countrymen. Indeed, he 
stated: “it is time in which these 10.000 [crowns] will do and will be 
worth more than other 100.000 [crowns].” The Franciscan concluded 
his letter exhorting the cardinal that “I return to beg His Reverence 
that he admit to His generous and Christian consideration these my 
pious and clear reasons and, by doing so, he will give example to others 
to imitate them.”56

Despite the exile of the two Barberini to France, Wadding nonethe-
less retained his solid trust towards the prelates. An indication of the 
Franciscan’s “blind faith” emerges in a letter, dated early April 1647, 
addressed to Cardinal Antonio, in which Wadding wrote that he deeply 
missed him because he had been “such a worthy protector.”57

The Irish Confederates’s breakdown and the chaotic situation brought 
about by Rinuccini’s censures in 1648 did not affect Wadding’s support 
for the Irish cause. A significant example was the animated appeal that, 
during the spring of 1648, he drafted to Innocent X through which the 
Franciscan asked the continuation of papal support for the Irish rebels. 
There is no evidence to demonstrate if this appeal was consigned to the 
pope who, although by 1648, displayed no further interest or enthusiasm 
for the Irish scene.58

The dissolution of the Irish Confederates and the failure of Rinucci-
ni’s mission in 1649 were the prelude of gloomy period not only for the 
Irish Catholics at home but also for Wadding in Rome where, from the 
late 1640s, he was no longer consulted on Irish affairs. Furthermore, 
the Irishman was also severely opposed at St Isidore’s where a group of 
his confrères openly denounced him for Rinuccini’s fiasco and for the 
disunity among the Irish Confederates.59 These accusations diminished 
Wadding’s prestige in Rome who, in a letter written in 1654, defended 
himself by simply stating that his activity had always been appreciated 
and that “all the works I did can testify it for me.”60 This proud state-
ment, imbued somehow with sadness, testified the decline of a powerful 
man who would die three years later, and who shaped the history of 
Baroque Rome and early-modern Ireland.

In conclusion, analysis of Wadding’s multi-faceted activity in Rome 
demonstrates how his network was the platform on which he could de-
velop his exceptional career. The Franciscan’s acumen – combined with 
his capacity to deal with so many different matters – allowed him to 
stand out as an exceptional figure able to adapt to a complex and thorny 
context in which he had to represent and defend, at the same time, Irish, 
Roman, and Spanish interests. His arrival in Rome was a watershed in 
the relations between Ireland and the Holy See, which, from that mo-
ment, became increasingly dense. Thanks to the friar’s efforts, Irishmen 
succeeded in escaping anonymity and in integrating themselves into the 
foreign communities that played a role in the cultural and political life 
of the city. His multiple identity, which reflected the life of an exile who 
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left his country at an early age, equipped him with an outstanding ca-
pacity to understand the cultural, linguistic, and political “Babel” of 
seventeenth-century Rome. 
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