
Vatican diplomacy and the mission of Rinuccini to IrelandPRIVATE 

Gianbattista Rinuccini, the papal nuncio to the 

confederate catholics of Ireland, was arguably one of the two most important figures in Ireland during the 1640s.
  Only James Butler, the Marquis of Ormond, exerted a comparable degree of influence over developments in Ireland during this period.  Like Ormond, who became the king's Lord Lieutenant in 1643, the nuncio was the official representative in Ireland of a revered external authority.  It was this position as the pope's representative, supplemented by a formidable personality and by control over papal financial assistance to Ireland, which formed the basis of Rinuccini's influence.  What I propose in this paper is to focus on the reasons for Rinuccini's appointment as nuncio to the confederate catholics of Ireland in March 1645 and the implications which this was to have for the conduct of his mission.


This appointment was evidently neither welcomed nor expected by the Supreme Council, the central executive body, of the catholic confederates.  The secretary of the Supreme Council, Richard Bellings, was in Florence when he first heard the news.  According to Rinuccini's own (somewhat jaundiced) testimony, Bellings was apparently so shocked by the information that for several days he hardly seemed able to speak.
  In Ireland, when the main body of the Supreme Council was informed by the resident papal representative of Rinuccini's appointment, the response was one of somewhat confused dismay.  The council insisted that they had not asked for a nuncio but were quite happy with the existing diplomatic relationship with the Holy See.
  The evidence indicates, nonetheless, that two years previously the council had indeed requested Rome to confer the title of nuncio on the papal representative then in the country, Pier Francesco Scarampi.
  However, in the interim, their attitude had changed as the chief focus of the council had become the negotiation of a compromise peace with the king's Lord Lieutenant.


The primary obstacle to such negotiations was the difficulty in negotiating terms which would be satisfactory to both the king and the catholic clergy.
  Therefore, it was entirely consistent that the council should display little enthusiasm for the appointment of a nuncio whom they feared, correctly as it transpired, would harden the clerical position in the peace negotiations.  The Vatican authorities undoubtedly realised that the Supreme Council were somewhat less than overjoyed by Rinuccini's appointment.  Both the nuncio and his superiors in Rome were to demonstrate considerable interest in preventing Richard Bellings from returning to Ireland before Rinuccini arrived there himself, presumably because they were afraid that he might seek to hinder Rinuccini's mission.
  The inspiration behind that mission, therefore, was not any real desire to accommodate the confederate catholics.


If Rinuccini's appointment came as an unpleasant surprise to the Supreme Council, it came as an agreeable shock to many in Rome.  In January 1645, an attitude of somewhat surprised delight about the appointment was expressed in a letter from Francesco Albizzi, the secretary of the Congregation for Irish Affairs, to Fabio Chigi, the papal envoy to the negotiations at Münster and the future Pope Alexander VII.  Albizzi wrote:

The changes of the ministers begin but nothing will cause Your Most Illustrious Lordship greater wonder than the mission of Monsignor Rinuccini to Ireland with the title of nuncio, a glorious undertaking if he achieves it to restore and establish the public exercise of the catholic religion in Ireland.


One can suggest that Albizzi's surprise related both to the mission itself and to the person of the nuncio chosen.  The appointment of a nuncio to Ireland was a major innovation in the Vatican's Irish policy and it aroused considerable diplomatic interest across the continent.
  Exactly why Pope Innocent decided to take this step is not completely clear but one can surmise that it was not completely unrelated to the circumstances surrounding Innocent's recent elevation to the papacy in September 1644.  A political struggle was part and parcel of the election of every early modern pope but in 1644 the papal election had been particularly bitterly contested.  There were two major reasons for this.  The first was the depth of feeling both for and against the Barberini family in the conclave.  Maffeo Barberini had been elected pope with the title Urban VIII in 1623: by the time of his death in 1644 he had become particularly notorious for nepotism.  It was not so much that the Barberini family enjoyed unusual marks of favour during Urban's reign: nepotism was a normal and in certain ways honoured feature of the early modern Roman court.  What distinguished the Barberini family was that they had enjoyed papal patronage for an unusually long period of time and under a pope whom some accused of glorying more in his temporal power than in his spiritual authority.  This had the effect of making the backlash of accumulated resentment against the family even more violent when it emerged after Urban's death.
  Yet the Barberini were in an unusually strong position to resist that backlash since in the course of his long reign Urban had introduced a large number of his relatives and friends into the college of cardinals.  Of particular importance in this regard were his two nephews, Cardinal Antonio Barberini and Cardinal Francesco Barberini.  As an added complication, Francesco Barberini was a personal enemy of Cardinal Gianbattista Pamfili, the eventual winner of the papal election in 1644.


The second complicating factor in the conclave was an unusual degree of hostility between the French and Spanish factions within the college of cardinals.  Franco-Hispanic rivalry in this context was nothing exceptional but in 1644 the fact that both were engaged in a particularly wide-ranging and bitter war, which threatened the survival of both monarchies, elevated this rivalry to a new plane.  Pamfili was also the bete noire of the French faction.  He had previously served as nuncio in both Naples and Madrid, was widely perceived as Spanish in his sympathies, and his most influential advisor, Cardinal Panciroli, was a personal enemy of Mazarin.
  The depth of Mazarin's feelings towards the future pope can be gauged in his instructions to the French envoys in Rome following the death of Urban VIII:

As to Cardinal Pamfili, His Majesty can in no manner consent that his ministers should agree to his exaltation and orders them to oppose themselves to it by every means that they think fit, at first in secret but overtly however were it to become necessary.  He is someone who has given all his affections to Spain, who has not lost any opportunity to show them evidence of that, nor to France of his aversion.


French influence was therefore thrown behind the Barberini faction in an attempt to obtain the election of either Cardinal Bentivoglio, Cardinal Sacchetti or Cardinal Altieri.
  The result was a stalemate which was resolved only by a rather transparent bargain between Pamfili and the Barberini family.  Pamfili secured his election and the Barberini family hoped, somewhat erroneously as it transpired, that they had secured his protection from the public odium created by the spectacular nepotism of Urban's long reign.


Innocent X, therefore, assumed office as pope in an atmosphere of political intrigue and open French hostility.  Moreover, he came under immediate pressure from his own family, in particular his sister-in-law, Olympia Maldachini, to distribute the spoils of office.  The first indication of this was his elevation of Olympia's son Camillo Pamfili to the cardinalate, although he was only 22 years old and not even in major orders.  Political favours were also repaid to Tuscany with the elevation of Giancarlo de Medici to the same dignity.  Other cardinals, uniformly perceived as hostile by the French government, followed them into the sacred college early in 1645.


The designation of the mission to Ireland and the selection of Rinuccini as nuncio came in complete contrast to this highly politicised trafficking.  The cause of the Irish confederates was viewed with widespread sympathy in catholic Europe.  This was partly because of the persistent belief that the motives of the insurrection had been principally religious.  This belief had been established from an early date and was an important factor in the application of papal influence in Flanders on behalf of the rebellion in 1642.  Religious sympathy for the rebels and papal pressure meant that Irish soldiers in Spanish service were released to return to Ireland, with official Spanish connivance at their departure, at a time when it was not greatly in the Spanish interest to allow this development.
  The religious dimensions of the war in Ireland meant that the catholic powers of Europe regarded it as qualitatively different from other European rebellions such as that of Catalonia, or even of Portugal.


The mission to Ireland, therefore, was relatively uncontroversial in political terms and it allowed the new pope to demonstrate to the world his interest in the spiritual dimensions of his office, which had been somewhat overshadowed in the previous months.  Rinuccini's mission to Ireland was intended as a bold statement of papal solicitude for the sufferings of the pope's flock in Ireland.  It was also intended to link Innocent's papacy to the ideals and the reformatory impulse of Trent.  Rather than a conventional diplomatic undertaking, the over-riding objective of the mission was to be the full and public restoration of the exercise of the catholic faith in Ireland.
  This project of restoring the pristine splendour of a national church, obscured by a century of heretical domination, was one calculated to evoke unanimous approval (at least at the level of lip-service) throughout the catholic world.  Albizzi was certainly not alone in viewing Rinuccini's mission as "a glorious undertaking".  The titular abbot of the Holy Cross in Jerusalem, Hilario Roncati, wrote warmly to the Irish nuncio and declared his conviction that Rinuccini had been "picked for the most glorious of all enterprises which for many centuries have been attempted by the church of God".


Rinuccini himself would probably have agreed with that assessment.  On one occasion he informed the Supreme Council that the Irish war was the enterprise which had most captured the attention of the christian world for a century.  This was just one of a whole series of declarations along the same lines and Rinuccini's belief in the religious importance of the mission was probably the chief reason why he accepted it.


Exactly why Rinuccini was offered the post is, however, an interesting and very relevant question.  Since the second decade of the seventeenth century, papal nuncios had increasingly become career diplomats, drafted from the Roman curia for service outside the papal states.  Rinuccini, although he had curial experience himself from the 1620s, fits more easily into the pattern of nuncios established in the immediate aftermath of Trent.  That pattern had involved the drafting of diocesan bishops into diplomatic service for relatively brief periods.  Their personal experience of ecclesiastical administration could then be brought to bear on any obstacle to the implementation of Trent.
  That this was the primary motivation behind Rinuccini's appointment is indicated in his instructions.  In those instruction, the situation in Ireland was explicitly compared to the archdiocese of Fermo and it was evidently believed that the pastoral experience which Rinuccini had gained there would stand him in good stead in Ireland.
  Rinuccini had been archbishop of that somewhat turbulent see for twenty years which, he himself believed, had qualified him to speak with authority on pastoral topics, and indeed to offer advice to other bishops on this subject.  The fruit of his reflections culminated in a massive two volume work entitled Della Dignita et Offitio dei Vescovi which was ready for publication in 1644.
  One can suggest that this book had something to do with Rinuccini's appointment.  As the archbishop himself explained in the preface, he had actually brought the book to Rome to seek permission to dedicate it to Innocent when he was offered the mission to Ireland.  Whether it was this which attracted the pope's attention to the archbishop of Fermo as a candidate for the Irish mission cannot be proved conclusively.  What one can suggest is that the choice of Rinuccini for the post neatly complemented the overtly religious character of the nunziatura to Ireland.  An experienced pastor of blameless private life, of considerable intelligence, renowned for the sobriety and conduct of his personal household, and a theorist on the subject of ecclesiastical government, seemed, from one perspective, an excellent choice for what was in many ways the religious showpiece of Innocent's early pontificate.


Yet there was, one might suggest, more to the Irish mission than was apparent at first glance.  It would I think be simplistic to suggest that the Vatican's religious enthusiasm for the mission to Ireland was entirely superficial.  Yet it seems clear that the avowed purpose of the mission was only one part of a larger agenda.  A very important aspect of this was the French dimension.  Given the state of relations between France and the Holy See, one of the attractions for Innocent of the Irish mission was that it allowed him to introduce one of his own ministers into France.  The nuncio in Paris, Nicolo di Bagni, the titular archbishop of Athens, was a very recent appointee from Urban's pontificate.  His connections with the Barberini family, which continued even after the family's later flight from Rome, were viewed with suspicion by the new government in the Vatican and he was not adopted officially as nuncio by the new pope.
  Contact between the new pope and Mazarin's government was limited and cold in the immediate aftermath of the papal election.  Thereafter, relations deteriorated still further. 


Mazarin was infuriated by the pope's refusal to elevate his younger brother to the cardinalate.  The new pope also allowed the duc de Bouillon, who had been implicated in the cabal des importants conspiracy against Mazarin, to reside in Rome.  In March 1645, the Portuguese envoy in Rome, Nicolo Monteiro, was attacked in the streets on orders from Spain.  The Portuguese were of course French allies in the war against Spain and the pope's failure to respond to the attack was seen as another hostile gesture.  Mazarin was further irritated by the new pope's failure to grant the Braganza monarchy the right to nominate bishops to Portuguese sees.  As a result, the French government practically severed diplomatic ties with Rome by ordering the French ambassador to Venice.  Innocent, for his part, was deeply irritated but also worried by the French attitude.


It was an important element of Rinuccini's mission to establish better relations between the French and Roman courts.  To this end, Rinuccini's journey was directed through France and he was furnished with a consecrated golden rose and a brief of indulgence for the Queen Regent, Anne of Austria.
  Rinuccini arrived in Paris on 22 May, 1645, as relations between the Vatican and Mazarin deteriorated still further.  The Sieur de Beaupuis, another implicated in the cabal des importants conspiracy, was arrested in Rome in March but to Mazarin's fury the papal authorities refused to hand him over to French justice.  Mazarin was personally interested in de Beaupuis's apprehension since he was accused of having plotted against the cardinal's own life.


Rinuccini was deeply shocked at the extent of French anger with the pope, and it may be gathered from his letter to the grand duke of Tuscany that he believed the pope's stance to have been mistaken in the case of de Beaupuis.
  (This somewhat startling and arguably highly indiscreet letter is itself an indication of how Rinuccini often approached problems from a different perspective from that of the Vatican government.)  Rinuccini, therefore, delayed his departure for Ireland in the hope that a favourable opportunity would present itself to make a gift of the rose to the queen.  In this he was acting according to instructions.  In the middle of July, he was explicitly enjoined to remain in Paris until he had soothed French suspicions about the pope's inclinations towards Spain.  Rinuccini was, in fact, to spend three months in Paris before he received orders to proceed to Ireland.
  This was a not insignificant delay.


At the beginning of 1645, the Vatican had grasped the importance of speed in dispatching Rinuccini to Ireland.  In particular, it had been hoped that Rinuccini would arrive before the beginning of the 1645 campaigning season so that the confederate armies could have the benefit of the papal subsidies which he brought with him.
  In the event, the need for the nuncio to advertise the high religious purpose of his mission and to undertake papal diplomacy in Paris made it certain that it would be the summer of 1646 before the effects of the papal subsidies were felt in Ireland.  Moreover, Rinuccini's slow ceremonious progress up the Italian peninsula and on to Paris not only delayed the mission but also allowed hostile observers to learn of his mission and to mark his progress.  In this way, the safe and speedy arrival of the nuncio in Ireland was made subordinate to the discharge of papal diplomatic errands, first in Italy and then more importantly in France.


The nuncio's lengthy stay in Paris demonstrated how the Vatican's Irish policy could be sacrificed to something of greater practical importance.  It also demonstrated the manner in which the Irish mission was never conducted purely with the interests of catholicism in Ireland in mind.  The object of the exercise, one can suggest, was not merely to allow the Vatican interest itself more closely in the Irish church but to allow the Vatican to be seen to interest itself more closely.  The Irish mission had been created, on the basis of what one might suggest was a naive understanding of the situation in Ireland, largely because it was perceived as a "glorious" religious undertaking.  As Rinuccini's nunziatura developed there was to be an undeniable correspondence between the pope's interest in the mission, particularly with regard to his willingness to subsidise its expenses, and the size of what one might describe as the "glory dividend" which the Irish mission appeared able to repay.  As the influential Irish franciscan, Luke Wadding, informed the Irish nuncio, following the arrival in Rome of news of confederate victories in 1646:

In short he [the pope] is most content and all favourable things are said about the illustrious Lord Rinuccini concerning whom before only lamentations were heard as if he did nothing, said nothing, wrote nothing, nor was it known whether he was living or dead.  But now, seen that he writes, that he speaks, that he manages matters gloriously, there are different opinions and a different language and we will obtain assistance quickly.


In Ireland, Rinuccini always appreciated that the papal purse could direct its money to many different projects.  This indeed was at the basis of his continued eagerness to capture Dublin.  His determination to seize the opportunity to do so in the Autumn of 1646 was perhaps his climactic mistake in Ireland but one of his motivations for choosing this course of action was the knowledge that nothing was more likely to stimulate papal generosity than the news of such a success.


From an Italian perspective, there was an exotic element to the Irish mission, due to the distance of the island from Rome and the lack of knowledge about northern Europe in general.  In 1644, this probably added to Ireland's attractions as the field for a bold declaration of Roman evangelism.  Yet the exoticism of Ireland meant that the fate of catholicism there was fundamentally less relevant to the immediate political well-being of the papal states than other wars in the catholic interest, such as the Habsburg struggle in Germany, or Habsburg and Venetian resistance to Turkish expansion in the Mediterranean.
  When it came to competition for papal resources, the Irish mission started at a disadvantage.  The funding for the Irish mission therefore came to depend on a capacity to fire Innocent's enthusiasms and those enthusiasms were, in many ways, more susceptible to the lure of glory than to more spiritual persuasions.


The clearest example of this was perhaps the mission of the Dean of Fermo, Dionysio Massari, back to Rome in the Autumn of 1646.  Massari was dispatched to Rome by the Irish clergy at the end of August, in the throes of the great crisis over the first Ormond peace.
  He arrived in Rome on the fourth of November and was granted a papal audience almost immediately.  His initial application for aid was met with a litany of complaints about the poverty of the Holy See and the various demands on the Apostolic purse.
  But it had been something of a master-stroke to send Massari to Rome.  His extraordinarily infectious enthusiasm obviously appealed greatly to the pope.
  He was also in a position to relate, almost first hand, details of the battle of Benburb.  This victory, won with papal money, proved of great interest not only to Innocent but also to every cardinal in Rome.
  Massari thus received a second audience and it seems clear that it was in the course of this that Innocent really succumbed to the dean's impulsive charm.  The two went walking in the gallery where Massari managed to move the pontiff to some (possibly slightly sentimental) tears over the number of souls condemned to Hell in Ireland as a result of Calvinist heresies.
  It was the fourth audience with the pope which promised to advance the mission most.  By this stage, news of Ormond's disordered retreat to Dublin after the collapse of the Ormond peace had reached Rome, news which pleased the pope greatly.  It was decided to send additional subsidies to Ireland and over Christmas a letter requesting permission to transport the money through France was sent to Paris: permission was duly granted by the middle of January.
  This was to be a crucial point.  The public declaration of an intention to dispatch fresh aid to Ireland meant that papal prestige risked damage if Innocent subsequently tried to withdraw from the arrangement.  This was indeed precisely what he wished to do when news of the failure of the attack on Dublin reached Rome.  The pope had been so confident of success against Dublin that he had already planned the victory procession in Rome to celebrate the city's fall.
  


The fate of the additional subsidies to Ireland thus lay in the balance while the pope sought for ways of reneging from the agreement.  Eventually a combination of Massari's pleading, the adroit suggestions of his close advisor Cardinal Panciroli, and the obligation already publicly incurred persuaded the pope to dispatch the money.  In a further burst of (cost-efficient) generosity, Massari was given permission to take six corpses of presumed martyrs from the catacombs of St. Callisto to Ireland.
  The slowness with which the pope came to this decision (Massari did not leave Rome until the beginning of May, 1647
) once again ensured that the subsidies could not reach Ireland before the campaigning season opened: again, this was to be a factor of no small importance in the campaigns of 1647.


The conditional nature of the pope's commitment to the Irish mission was in sharp contrast to the attitude of his nuncio in Ireland.  Rinuccini brought the considerable passion of his religious convictions to bear on his nunziatura.  Some attention has been focused in the past on the manner in which this tended to isolate him from a section of the Irish catholic population.
  Yet little attention has been given to the possibility that Rinuccini was also isolated, intellectually and emotionally as well as physically, from his superiors in Rome.  This is not to suggest that Rinuccini's superiors disapproved of his refusal to compromise on religious issues in Ireland.  Nor is it to suggest that Rinuccini himself was anything other than fiercely loyal to Rome.  Part of that loyalty was to send honest and comprehensive reports to Rome, even when he realised, as he was acute enough to realise, that his reports would damage his prospects of receiving additional papal money.
  Yet Rinuccini continued to plead consistently for extra money.  He was always more of an active agent on behalf of the Irish mission than a neutral purveyor of news.
  At its most basic, one can suggest that Rinuccini was simply more committed, on religious grounds, to the Irish mission than were his superiors in Rome.  


The overall result of this was, I would suggest, that Rinuccini fought a losing battle on two fronts during his time in Ireland.  On the one hand, he failed to convince the catholic confederates to adopt the uncompromising catholic positions which would really have whetted the Vatican's interest in investing papal money in the Irish war.  And he failed also to persuade his superiors in Rome to provide him with a consistent and adequate supply of money, with which he might have been able to consolidate his own position of leadership among the confederates.  The upshot of this was that the nuncio fell rather unhappily between two stools in Ireland.  It could be suggested that he failed to convince the middle ground among the confederates that the Vatican could truly be relied on for assistance and that he failed to convince his superiors that the confederates were really worth aiding.  He did however make enough progress in both directions to contribute very effectively to the paralysis of the confederate association.  Between 1645 and 1648, Rinuccini was largely responsible for the failure of the association to come to terms with their king.  But during that time he failed himself to unify the confederates behind his own policies.  


Throughout this period, and despite his frustrations, Rinuccini remained convinced that there was a cause worth cherishing among the confederates.
  It is significant that even in 1648 Rinuccini evidently believed that there were strong grounds for making money available for Ireland from the enormous treasury in the fortress of St. Angelo which had been established for special religious enterprises by Sixtus V.
  


Not only did Rinuccini continue to plead for larger and prompter supplies of money from Rome but also, at the crisis points of his mission, the nuncio chose to gamble on action to turn the situation around in Ireland.  At times this was to take him further than his superiors wanted him to go.  In August, 1646, in order to strengthen his position as leader of the Irish clergy in their opposition to the Supreme Council, he signed the declaration of the ecclesiastical congregation which condemned the authors of the Ormond peace and reaffirmed the confederate motto of "pro religion et rege et pro patria".  This motto was accepted generally in Ireland as symbolising the basic confederate position but Rinuccini was sharply informed from Rome that papal ministers were forbidden to consent to public declarations

in which it should appear or could appear that the Holy See approves or assents to an edict of catholics, even if subjects, in defence of the royalty or person of a heretical king.

As Rinuccini realised, conformity to the strict demands of papal protocol in this respect would severely hamper his effectiveness in Ireland.  He informed Pamfili that

this matter was and would [continue to] be most difficult for apostolic ministers because here nothing is treated, nothing is heard nor are there any instances of anything unless [together] with this frank allegiance to the king.

His clarification cut little ice in Rome, however, where diplomatic consistency was seen to be of considerably greater importance than the simplification of the dilemmas facing catholics (including nuncios) in Ireland.  Rome was also nervous about Rinuccini's assumption of the presidency of the new Supreme Council in 1646 and about his suggestions for an independent force of soldiers under a papal banner at the end of the previous year.
  


What linked these episodes together, and linked them also to his second and much riskier resort to clerical censures in 1648
, was Rinuccini's belief in the mission which he had been sent to pursue.  It is certainly arguable that, despite his keen intelligence, Rinuccini's firm religious beliefs were unsuited to the delicate fabric of confederate politics.  They were also perhaps unsuited to the equally delicate diplomacy of the Vatican.  But one can argue that Rinuccini's conduct in Ireland was entirely consistent with the fact that he had been picked as nuncio for a "glorious" religious undertaking on his previous record, not as a diplomat, but as a pastoral bishop and as a theorist of episcopal reform. In Ireland, Rinuccini tried dutifully to accomplish the mission which he had been assigned.  A less painstaking and stubborn prelate might arguably have served all the catholic interests in the island better.  Unfortunately for the nuncio himself, he was never able to agree with his superiors concerning the relative unimportance of the confederate catholic cause.
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