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Giovanni PIZZORUSSO, Propaganda Fide I: La congregazione pontificia e la giu-
risdizione sulle missioni, Roma, Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura 2022, 427 s.

For their global scope and universal ambition, Catholic missions arguably repre-
sent one of the most striking elements of the Papacy in the early modern era. From 
the second half of the sixteenth century, Rome resumed devoting tremendous 
efforts to inspire and oversee conversions to Catholicism. In a  few decades, the 
Papacy passed from delegating the apostolate to the Catholic temporal rulers, 
typical of the Renaissance period, to re-asserting its leading role in spreading the 
Gospel across the four continents to all the nations. Before the foundation of the 
Congregation de Propaganda Fide in 1622, there had been several Papal attempts 
to institutionalise and channel the missionary impetus animating the newly estab-
lished religious orders (in particular the Jesuits). From a geopolitical perspective, 
this Papal missionary project appears even more noteworthy. On the one hand, 
Rome never achieved the economic and military status of the Catholic monarchies 
(p. 244); on the other hand, the Protestant world did not engage in such a costly 
and prolonged missionary effort (p. XXII). Thus, the Papal involvement in early 
modern Catholic missions is an issue of utmost relevance, given its all-embracing 
attitude and world-scale dimension.

In this respect, Giovanni Pizzorusso’s volume on Propaganda Fide, the first of 
a two-volume series, represents a major breakthrough in the burgeoning historio-
graphical field of Catholic missions. Propaganda Fide I: La Congregazione pontificia 
e la giurisdizione sulle missione focuses on a topic hitherto largely neglected, espe-
cially for its institutional dimension and Roman perspective, whose latest compre-
hensive study (and still indispensable, notwithstanding its underlying religious 
emphasis) dates back to the 1970s. On the occasion of the 350th anniversary of the 
Congregation, its chief archivist, Josef Metzler O.M.I., coordinated a multi-volume 
project Sacrae Congregationis de Propaganda Fide Memoria Rerum.1) This collective 
effort — sixty-five specialists, mostly Catholic ecclesiastics — appeared fifty years 
after the failed attempt to publish the first official history of Propaganda in 1922. 
Such a delay can be attributed to the classified nature of the documents stored in 
the Propaganda archive, limiting access to researchers, notably lay historians. The 
publication of Pizzorusso’s volume, therefore, constitutes an indicator of the pro-
gressive opening of the Propaganda Archive to (non-clerical) scholarship and the 
désenclavement of its studies, albeit slower if compared to other Catholic religious 
institutions (Vatican Archives or Jesuit studies). Consequently, in the expanding 

1)	 Josef METZLER, Sacrae Congregationis de Propaganda Fide Memoria Rerum I–III, Rom – 
Freiburg – Wien, 1971–1976.
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historiography on early modern Catholic missions, the recent book of Giovanni 
Pizzorusso establishes a significant advancement.

In Propaganda Fide, Pizzorusso gathered 18 journal articles, conference pro-
ceedings and public lectures held and published throughout his successful three 
decades-long academic career.2) The author’s familiarity with Propaganda Fide’s 
sources is perhaps unparalleled among early modern scholars specialised in the 
history of the Catholic missions, and his vast research on this topic could be di-
vided into three moments of synthesis. Pizzorusso conducted his first studies on 
the Roman missionary Congregation during his doctorate dissertation published 
in 1995.3) As he relates in the introduction (p. XXV–XXVII), the pivotal moment 
of his research was his article published for the 2000 Jubilee of the Roman Catho-
lic Church.4) The last original work of Pizzorusso on this topic focused on the 
Collegio Urbano and the Tipografia Poliglotta, two key institutions of Propagan-
da.5) Within the twenty-seven years since the conclusion of his doctoral studies, 
Pizzorusso has led extensive research on Propaganda Fide, whose outcome has 
been collected in this volume.

In its four sections, Propaganda Fide aims to retrace the institutional history of 
Propaganda and to study its institutional structure and operative methods 
(p. XIV). The first section of the volume is devoted to the historical background 
and geopolitical context in which the Congregation eventually emerged, with a fo-
cus on the Papal attempts to regain the missionary initiative since the second half 
of the 16th century. The second section describes the financial bureau of Propa-
ganda, its administrative, political and diplomatic personnel, and deputies in mis-
sion lands. The third section is dedicated to the Congregation’s endeavour to 
elaborate and impose a uniform jurisdiction over the missionary world: after an 
initial conflictual phase, a new legal corpus shaping the faculties and limits of the 
missionaries was elaborated in cooperation with the Inquisition. The fourth sec-
tion analyses Propaganda’s complex relationship with religious orders: while the 
majority accepted Propaganda as the supreme missionary authority, the Jesuits 
never truly submitted to the jurisdictional dominance of the Congregation, stren-

2)	 Giovanni PIZZORUSSO, Propaganda Fide I: La congregazione pontificia e la giurisdizione sulle 
missioni, Roma 2022, p. XXIX–XXXI for the bibliographical references.

3)	 IDEM, Roma nei Caraibi. L’organizzazione delle missioni cattoliche nelle Antille in Guyana, 
Roma 1995.

4)	IDEM , Agli antipodi di Babele. Propaganda Fide tra immagine cosmopolita e orizzonti romani, 
in: Luigi Fiorani – Adriano Prosperi (edd.), Storia d’Italia Einaudi Annali 16: Roma la città del 
papa. Vita civile e religiosa dal Giubileo di Bonifacio VIII al Giubileo di Papa Wojtyla, Torino 
2000, pp. 476–518.

5)	IDEM , Governare le missioni, conoscere il mondo nel XVII secolo. La congregazione pontificia de 
Propaganda Fide, Viterbo 2018.
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uously defending their privileges (before and after their restoration). Similarly 
problematic was the relationship with the Catholic monarchies, jealous of their 
control over their colonies and commanding unwavering loyalty of their national 
missionaries. Outlining the institutional development of Propaganda, together 
with its operational mechanism, is the main purpose of the four parts forming 
Pizzorusso’s volume. 

New hypotheses and notions regarding the creation, goals, and challenges of 
Propaganda Fide have been proposed by Pizzorusso in his volume. From a longue 
durée perspective, the establishment of the Congregation represented both the 
culmination of the Papal’s endeavour to exert juridical control over the missio
nary world, and the resurgence of the concept of the universal spiritual sover-
eignty of the Pope (p. 129). Although the apostolate was not a concern in the 
Council of Trent, Propaganda perceived the missionary world through Tridentine 
lenses, attempting everywhere to conform the local traditions and peculiarities to 
the Tridentine church. Therefore, achieving a “spiritual conquest” (p. 209) was 
not the primary goal pursued by the Congregation; its main objective was the 
plantatio ecclesiae, developing the Tridentine ecclesiastical structure in the mis-
sionary territories (possibly composed of indigenous clergy). In this regard, infor-
mation about the missions played a crucial role in the operative life of the Congre-
gation (p. XV, 69, 206); likewise, Propaganda missionary dossiers assisted the 
Inquisition in resolving the theological-liturgical dubia raised by the missionaries 
providing the converts with pastoral care (p. 204–205). The traditional historio-
graphical topos, claiming that the endless duel of Propaganda with the Society of 
Jesus led to an institutional anti-Jesuitism is dismissed by Pizzorusso: instead, the 
author points to the anti-Jesuit stance of individuals or small groups occasionally 
swaying Propaganda (p. 383–384). The grand design of Propaganda was frus-
trated by numerous structural conflicts, such as the perennial competition with 
the Jesuits and the Catholic crowns, and insurmountable limits, such as the ina-
bility to form an indigenous clergy and become financially autonomous (p. 378). 
Propaganda Fide offers the reader innovative historiographical theories and ap-
proaches to crucial aspects of the Congregation, notably its development, objec-
tives and issues. 

Despite the valuable historiographical contributions made by Pizzorusso herein-
above mentioned, Propaganda Fide suffers from several minor drawbacks. Hope-
fully, these issues will be addressed in the second volume of this series, dedicated 
to the Papal seminaries and key local contexts. The extra-European missionary 
world receives overall more attention, even though the European religious scenario 
seemingly played a larger role in the existence of Propaganda within the first two 
centuries. The volume lacks both a conclusion and a bibliography/sources section. 
Given the outstanding academic quality of the eighteen studies assembled in the 
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volume, an English summary would have benefitted the non-Italian readership 
attracted by this topic. Furthermore, a thorough English translation in the foresee-
able future would be highly commendable, as no similar research is currently avail-
able to the international academic public: the latest volume on Catholic missions, 
edited by Ronnie Po-Chia Hsia6) consistently refers to Pizzorusso’s research on 
Propaganda. Notwithstanding these few limits, Pizzorusso’s volume significantly 
enriched the state-of-the-art research in the field of Catholic missions, as indicated 
atop.

In conclusion, Pizzorusso has assembled an indispensable volume for every 
scholar engaging in the study of early modern Catholic missions, which will re-
main for many years a milestone in the historiography of Propaganda Fide. Thus, 
this volume is strongly recommended for both historians specialised in early 
modern Catholicism and students stepping into this booming historiographical 
field.

Andrea Trenta

6)	R onnie PO-CHIA HSIA, A Companion to the Early Modern Catholic Global Missions, Leiden–
Boston 2018.

Zdeněk HOJDA (ed.), Výjezd šťastný. Cestovní deníky z kavalírských cest Václava 
Vojtěch, Jana Norberta a Ignáce Karla ze Šternberka z let 1662–1665, Praha, Argo 
2022, 383 s. 

Snad jen výuka na katedře Pomocných věd historických a archivního studia Filo-
zofické fakulty Univerzity Karlovy dokáže naplnit Zdeňka Hojdu takovým uspoko-
jením jako cestování. Ať už soukromě nebo v rámci svých pracovních povinností 
projel většinu Evropy. O významných lokalitách je schopen podat (téměř spatra) 
zasvěcený odborný výklad, do nějž nezahrnuje jen velké dějiny daného místa, ale 
také jeho vnímání z pohledu těch, kteří jej navštívili před ním. Člověk tak získá 
představu daleko plastičtější a zároveň si uvědomí, že není prvním Středoevropa-
nem, který se dívá ohromeně na baziliku sv. Petra v Římě nebo koho udivuje pře-
prava na gondolách po benátských kanálech. To, co je pro účastníka nezapomenu-
telným zážitkem z  exkurzí, se do značné míry odráží i v  odborném zaměření 
Z. Hojdy, který se dlouhodobě věnuje dějinám cestování po (především západní 
a jižní) Evropě, cestování poutníků, diplomatů a zejména cestování šlechtických 
mladíků na jejich výpravách za zkušenostmi a poznáním. Výsledkem Hojdova leti-
tého zájmu je potom řada studií o konkrétních kavalírských cestách, mezi nimiž 
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