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Upon the death in September 1646 of Angelo Cesi, Bishop of Rimini and papal 
nuncio to the Republic of Venice, his secretary hastened to write to Rome to 
inform the papacy that �his mortal life ended very happily, since the previous day 
he had received the viaticum of the Most Holy Sacrament of the Eucharist from 
theȱhandȱofȱtheȱpatriarchȱMorosiniǲȱǳȱandȱoneȱhourȱafterȱheȱhadȱbeenȱfortięedȱbyȱ
extremeȱunctionȱheȱĚewȱoěȱdirectlyȱtoȱheavenȂǯ1ȱAȱmagnięcentȱfuneralǰȱwhichȱtheȱ
secretaryȱexplainedȱwasȱplannedȱforȱtheȱfollowingȱweekǰȱshowsȱthatȱCesiȂsȱ lifeȱ
and death were exceptional in many respects. At the same time, the sacraments 
of communion and extreme unction were expected to be central to the process of 
dying for all Catholics.

Life and death are the basic elements of shared human experience, and both 
had a substantial religious dimension in the early modern period. Yet scholars 
haveȱnotȱpreviouslyȱconsideredȱtheȱmeaningsȱandȱsignięcanceȱofȱtheȱȁCatholicȱ
lifeȱcycleȂǯȱThisȱundertakingȱshouldȱbeȱinformedȱbyȱtwoȱmoreȱestablishedȱareasȱofȱ
scholarship. Firstly, the explosion of interest in the history of the family since the 
1960s has prompted consideration of particular phases of the life cycle, especially 
childhoodǯȱTheȱearlyȱmodernȱperiodȱbecameȱaȱlocusȱofȱdebateȱfollowingȱPhilippeȱ
ArièsȂsȱ provocativeȱ claimȱ thatȱ ȁinȱmedievalȱ societyȱ theȱ ideaȱ ofȱ childhoodȱdidȱ
notȱexistȂǯ2ȱArièsȱsuggestedȱthatȱhighȱinfantȱmortalityȱresultedȱinȱliĴleȱemotionalȱ
investment in children, and argued that childhood was not seen as distinct from 
adulthood. His view found some support, notably from Simon Schama, who 
claimed on the basis of visual evidence that the seventeenth-century Dutch were 
ęxatedȱ onȱ theirȱ childrenǰȱ andȱ viewedȱ themȱwithȱ considerableȱ aěectionǰȱ ȁinȱ aȱ
mannerȱ arrestinglyȱ unlikeȱ thoseȱ ofȱ otherȱ Europeanȱ culturesȂǯ3 While the idea 
that the early modern period witnessed the discovery of childhood has now been 
comprehensivelyȱrejectedǰȱitȱhasȱfosteredȱaȱwealthȱofȱresearchȱonȱaĴitudesȱtoȱtheȱ

1 Archivio Segreto Vaticano, Segreteria di Stato, Venezia, B. 71, 22 September 1646. I 
am grateful to Mary Laven for her advice and comments.

2ȱ PhilippeȱArièsǰȱCenturies of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life (New York, 
1962), p. 128.

3 Simon Schama, The Embarrassment of Riches: An Interpretation of Dutch Culture in the 
Golden Age (New York, 1987), ch. 7, esp. p. 486.

TheȱCatholicȱLifeȱCycle
Alexandra Bamji
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young, which in turn has sparked an interest in other phases of life, especially 
old age.4

SecondlyǰȱArièsȂsȱcontentionȱthatȱtheȱearlyȱmodernȱperiodȱwasȱaȱtimeȱofȱtransitionȱ
forȱtheȱconceptȱofȱchildhoodǰȱdueȱtoȱȁtheȱgrowingȱinĚuenceȱofȱChristianityȱonȱlifeȱ
andȱ mannersȂǰȱ hasȱ stimulatedȱ reĚectionȱ onȱ theȱ interfaceȱ betweenȱ religionȱ andȱ
age.5ȱForȱthisȱreasonǰȱanȱassessmentȱofȱtheȱȁCatholicȱlifeȱcycleȂȱcanȱturnȱtoȱitsȱmoreȱ
fullyȱ studiedȱ Protestantȱ counterpartǯȱ Historiansȱ ofȱ theȱ Protestantȱ Reformationȱ
have conducted extensive analyses of the consequences of religious change for the 
family, for the life cycle as a whole, and for phases and moments within it.6 Steven 
Ozment has taken us through the life cycle of the people of Lutheran Nuremberg, 
from courtship and marriage to the point at which a new generation embarked 
on adult life.7ȱDavidȱCressyȂsȱstudyȱofȱtheȱlifeȱcycleȱinȱTudorȱandȱStuartȱEnglandȱ
emphasized its ritual character, which functioned to bring people together and 
to assign them to their place in society.8ȱOtherȱstudiesȱofȱProtestantȱEuropeȱhaveȱ
focused on particular rituals, such as baptism and weddings, exploring what they 
tell us about relations between family, church, community and city, and arguing 
that �the Reformation made the boundaries between the sacred and secular far 
moreȱpreciseȂǯ9

Research on gender and the family in the Catholic world has recognized the 
signięcanceȱ ofȱ individualȱmomentsȱ andȱ segmentsȱ ofȱ theȱ lifeȱ cycleǰȱ butȱ hasȱ notȱ
explored the connections between these points and phases, and the meanings 
of the life cycle as a whole. Just like Lutheranism or Calvinism, Catholicism was 
lived religion.10ȱAndȱ anȱ individualȂsȱ experienceȱ ofȱ Catholicismȱwasȱ aěectedȱ byȱ
theirȱageǯȱAgeȱwasȱaȱsignięcantȱpartȱofȱindividualȱidentityǰȱandȱplayedȱaȱroleȱinȱtheȱ
organization and government of society.11ȱPeterȱLasleĴȱdescribedȱageingǰȱalongsideȱ
gender, ethnicity and class, as �one of the four dimensions of individual and social 

4ȱ CritiquesȱofȱArièsȱincludeȱLindaȱAǯȱPollockǰȱForgoĴenȱChildrenǱȱParentȮChildȱRelationsȱ
from 1500 to 1900 (Cambridge, 1983); Steven E. Ozment, Ancestors: The Loving Family in Old 
Europe (Cambridge, MA, 2001).

5 Ariès, Centuries of Childhood, p. 43.
6ȱ JoelȱHarringtonȂsȱstudyȱofȱmarriageȱhasȱanȱimportantȱcomparativeȱdimensionǯȱSeeȱ

Joel F. Harrington, Reordering Marriage and Society in Reformation Germany (Cambridge, 1995).
TheȱuseȱofȱautobiographiesȱhasȱalsoȱbeenȱfruitfulǯȱSeeȱTǯMǯȱSaĚeyǰȱMatheus Miller�s Memoir: A 
Merchant�s Life in the Seventeenth Century (London, 2000).

7 Steven Ozment, FleshȱandȱSpiritǱȱPrivateȱLifeȱinȱEarlyȱModernȱGermany (New York, 1999).
8 David Cressy, BirthǰȱMarriageǰȱandȱDeathǱȱRitualǰȱReligionȱandȱtheȱLifeȬCycleȱinȱTudorȱandȱ

Stuart England (Oxford, 1997).
9 Karen E. Spierling, Infant Baptism in Reformation Geneva: The Shaping of a Community, 

ŗśřŜȮŗśŜŚ (Aldershot, 2005); Lyndal Roper, ��Going to Church and Street�: Weddings in 
ReformationȱAugsburgȂǰȱPastȱandȱPresent, 106 (1985): 99.

10 See Chapter 9.
11 Deborah Youngs, The Life Cycle in Western Europe, c. ŗřŖŖȮȱcǯ 1500 (Manchester, 2006), 

p. 2.
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experienceȂǯ12ȱ Theȱdistinctiveȱ characteristicȱ ofȱ ageingȱ isȱ thatȱ itȱ isȱ aȱdimensionȱofȱ
experience which embodies continual change. For this reason, the Catholic life cycle 
can help us to understand the dynamics of identity and power in the early modern 
worldǯȱMoreȱspecięcallyǰȱasȱAlexȱWalshamȱhasȱdemonstratedȱinȱherȱstudyȱofȱtheȱ
impact of the Reformation on relations between generations, the life cycle can be 
�a tool with which to investigate religious change in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuriesȂǯ13

Theȱ Catholicȱ lifeȱ cycleȱ hadȱ distinctiveȱ featuresǯȱ Itȱ wasȱ punctuatedȱ byȱ
sacramental observance and steeped in ritual. It was also complex and varied. 
Thereȱ wasȱ aȱ normativeȱ Catholicȱ lifeȱ cycleȱ inȱ whichȱ theȱ sacramentsȱ playedȱ aȱ
prominent but not exclusive role, and a range of variations upon it were possible, 
notablyȱcyclicalȱasȱwellȱasȱ linearȱ lifeȱcyclesǰȱandȱdiěerentȱroutesȱ forȱ thoseȱwhoȱ
married and those who did not. We must acknowledge several methodological 
issues from the outset. Firstly, how did early modern people understand the 
concept of the life cycle, and how does this correspond with the terminology of 
modernȱscholarsǵȱSecondlyǰȱanyȱexplorationȱofȱtheȱinstitutionalȱChurchȂsȱaĴemptsȱ
to reshape or standardize the life cycle must be set carefully against evidence 
ofȱ widerȱ contemporaryȱ aĴitudesȱ andȱ sacramentalȱ practiceǯȱ Thirdlyǰȱ althoughȱ
the sacraments were certainly a crucial component of the Catholic life cycle, 
weȱmustȱbeȱwaryȱofȱpayingȱtooȱmuchȱaĴentionȱtoȱthemǰȱorȱblurringȱdistinctionsȱ
betweenȱdiěerentȱsetsȱofȱritualsǯ14 More broadly, we need to consider the relative 
importance of exterior spirituality. In order to confront these methodological 
challengesȱ andȱ revealȱ theȱ Catholicȱ lifeȱ cycleȂsȱ contoursȱ andȱ signięcanceǰȱ thisȱ
discussionȱ beginsȱ byȱ consideringȱ howȱ theȱ lifeȱ cycleȱ wasȱ andȱ canȱ beȱ deęnedǰȱ
before assessing the connections between the life cycle and the sacraments, and 
theȱChurchȂsȱinterventionsȱinȱtheirȱintersectionǯȱWeȱshallȱthenȱmoveȱbeyondȱtheȱ
sacramentsȱ toȱassessȱ inconsistenciesǰȱ abusesǰȱotherȱ signięcantȱ lifeȬcycleȱ ritualsǰȱ
andȱ theȱ cyclicalǰȱ genderedȱandȱ relationalȱnatureȱofȱ theȱ lifeȱ cycleǯȱTheȱCatholicȱ
approach to the life cycle was inclusive, with familial and communal � as well as 
individual � dimensions, and with scope for a range of life courses.

Defining the life cycle

Age was meaningful in early modern society. An extensive terminology of age 
demonstratesȱ thatȱ peopleȱwereȱ aĴunedȱ toȱ itsȱ nuancesǰȱ andȱwouldȱ identifyȱ andȱ

12ȱ DavidȱIǯȱKerĵerȱandȱPeterȱLasleĴȱǻedsǼǰȱAgingȱinȱtheȱPastǱȱDemographyǰȱSocietyȱandȱOldȱ
Age (Berkeley, CA, 1995), p. 4.

13ȱ Alexandraȱ Walshamǰȱ ȁTheȱ Reformationȱ ofȱ theȱ GenerationsǱȱ Youthǰȱ Ageȱ andȱ
ReligiousȱChangeȱinȱEnglandǰȱcǯȱŗśŖŖȮŗŝŖŖȂǰȱTransactions of the Royal Historical Society, 21 
(2011): 93�121 (93).

14 See the caution of Marc R. Forster, Catholic Revival in the Age of the Baroque: Religious 
IdentityȱinȱSouthwestȱGermanyǰȱŗśśŖȮŗŝśŖ (Cambridge, 2001), p. 107.
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diěerentiateȱ betweenȱ individualsȱ ofȱ diěerentȱ agesȱ withȱ linguisticȱ precisionǯȱ
Althoughȱtheȱageȱproęleȱofȱsocietyȱdiěeredȱfromȱtodayȱdueȱtoȱhighȱlevelsȱofȱinfantȱ
mortalityǰȱmanyȱlivedȱtoȱwhatȱwouldȱstillȱbeȱconsideredȱoldȱageǯȱAgeȱmaĴeredȱinȱ
the political milieu, with a minimum age for participation in political life in some 
contextsǰȱ andȱ anȱ associationȱ betweenȱ seniorityȱ andȱholdersȱ ofȱ highȱ oĜceǯ15ȱ Theȱ
political and legal implications of age encouraged the development of chronological 
memoryȱ throughȱ registersȱofȱbirthǰȱ suchȱasȱVeniceȂsȱLibri d�Oro (Golden Books), 
which recorded the births of male nobles from 1506. Early modern people saw life 
asȱaȱsuccessionȱofȱsixȱorȱsevenȱagesǰȱinĚuencedȱbyȱaȱrangeȱofȱclassicalȱandȱmedievalȱ
writers whose work had informed Roman and canon law. Saint Augustine wrote 
of six ages of man which correlated with the days of Creation and the ages of the 
worldǯȱSimilarlyǰȱIsidoreȱofȱSevilleȂsȱEtymologiae Origines set out six ages: infancy 
(birth to seven), childhood (7�14), adolescence (14�28), youth (28�50), maturity 
(50�70) and old age (70�).16ȱTheseȱauthorsȱalsoȱassociatedȱcharacteristicsȱwithȱeachȱ
of these ages. As the Roman orator Cicero wrote,

Theȱcourseȱofȱlifeȱisȱęxedǰȱandȱnatureȱadmitsȱofȱitsȱbeingȱrunȱbutȱinȱ
one way, and only once, and to each part of our life there is something 
specially seasonable, so that the feebleness of children, as well as 
the high spirit of youth, the soberness of maturer years, and the ripe 
wisdom of old age � all have a certain natural advantage which should 
be secured in its proper season.17

Isidore drew out these qualities with reference to the etymology of the name for 
each age, connecting infancy with the incapacity for speech implied by non fari, 
and the Latin term for childhood, puerizia, with purity. In the conceptualization of 
sevenȱagesǰȱtheȱęnalȱstageȱwasȱdividedȱintoȱoldȱageȱandȱextremeȱoldȱageǰȱandȱtheȱ
chronologicalȱmarkersȱwereȱadjustedȱforȱallȱbutȱtheȱęrstȱtwoȱagesǯȱChronologicalȱ
boundariesȱbetweenȱtheseȱdivisionsǰȱallȱtheȱsameǰȱwereȱusedȱĚexiblyȱthroughoutȱ
the early modern period, especially for later ages. Biological age was overlaid with 
otherȱtemporalȱinĚectionsǯȱDevotionalȱactivityȱprovidedȱaȱstructureȱtoȱtheȱlivesȱofȱ
early modern Catholics throughout the year and the life course. Certain phases 
ofȱ theȱ lifeȱ cycleȱ hadȱparticularȱ religiousȱ connotationsǯȱ Theȱ youngȱwereȱ thoughtȱ
toȱbeȱespeciallyȱopenȱtoȱsalutaryȱreligiousȱ inĚuencesȱdueȱ toȱ theirȱ ignoranceȱandȱ
innocence.18 Equally, the very old were thought to be closer to God.

15ȱ SeeȱRobertȱFinlayǰȱȁTheȱVenetianȱRepublicȱasȱaȱGerontocracyǱȱAgeȱandȱPoliticsȱinȱtheȱ
RenaissanceȂǰȱJournal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 8 (1978): 157�79.

16ȱ IlariaȱTaddeiǰȱȁPuerizia, adolescenza and giovinezza: Images and Conceptions of Youth 
inȱFlorentineȱSocietyȱduringȱtheȱRenaissanceȂǰȱinȱKonradȱEisenbichlerȱǻedǯǼǰȱTheȱPremodernȱ
TeenagerǱȱYouthȱinȱSocietyȱŗŗśŖȮŗŜśŖȱǻTorontoǰȱŘŖŖŘǼǰȱppǯȱŗśȮŘŜǯ

17ȱ MarcusȱTulliusȱCiceroǰȱTwo Essays on Old Age and Friendship, trans. E.S. Shuckburgh 
(London, 1903), p. 57.

18ȱ WalshamǰȱȁTheȱReformationȱofȱtheȱGenerationsȂǰȱpǯȱşŝǯ
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Modern scholars often follow early modern views and divide the life cycle into six 
orȱsevenȱpartsǰȱbutȱtheyȱalsoȱdeployȱotherȱtermsȱwhichȱreĚectȱtheirȱmethodologicalȱ
inclinationsȱandȱperceptionsȱofȱsignięcantȱtimesȱinȱtheȱlifeȱcycleǯȱSomeȱfocusȱonȱtheȱ
keyȱmomentsȱofȱbirthǰȱmarriageȱandȱdeathǯȱTheseȱconstituteȱaȱpowerfulȱtripartiteȱ
set due to their incorporation of beginning and end, and because of the centrality 
ofȱmarriageȱtoȱearlyȱmodernȱsocietyǯȱOthersǰȱinĚuencedȱbyȱanthropologyǰȱrenameȱ
ages as stages and focus on the process of the life cycle and on ritualized transitions 
betweenȱstagesǯȱAȱgenderedȱvariantȱofȱtheȱlifeȱcycleȱidentięesȱwomenȱinȱtermsȱofȱ
their marital and sexual status, as virgin, wife and widow. Our terminology also 
includes the life course, demographic events, life-cycle events, life-cycle rituals, and 
rites of passage. In addition, in view of the intimate connection between the living 
andȱtheȱdeadǰȱtheȱafterlifeȱcanȱbeȱconsideredȱasȱaȱęnalȱstageȱofȱlifeǯȱRitualȱshouldȱ
be highlighted as a recurrent scholarly preoccupation.19 According to Arnold 
vanȱ Gennepǰȱ ritesȱ ofȱ passageȱmarkedȱ signięcantȱ biologicalȱ andȱ socialȱ changesǰȱ
and were characterized by a three-stage sequence of rituals � rites of separation, 
transitionȱandȱincorporationȱȮȱwhichȱtookȱplaceȱatȱaȱparticularȱtimeȱinȱaȱspecięcȱ
place.20 Rituals have been of sustained interest since they transcend the individual, 
functioningȱasȱaȱformȱofȱcommunicationȱandȱcreatingȱcommunityǯȱTheȱrepetitiveȱ
quality of ritual, even as it evolves, adapts and changes, also conjures up a sense of 
circular, rather than linear time, which helps to explain the cyclical element of the 
termȱȁlifeȱcycleȂǯ21

For early modern Catholics, life-cycle rituals involved entry into and participation 
in the Christian community. By their very nature, these rituals entailed more than 
individualȱexperienceǯȱTheȱfamilyȱwasȱparticularlyȱprominentȱamongstȱtheȱbroaderȱ
ęgurationsȱofȱtheȱlifeȱcycleǯȱThisȱechoedȱtheȱincreasedȱdevotionalȱemphasisȱonȱtheȱ
holyȱfamilyȱfromȱtheȱlateȱmedievalȱperiodȱonwardsǰȱwhichȱamplięedȱtheȱaĴentionȱ
paidȱtoȱJesusȂȱchildhoodǰȱMaryȂsȱmotherhoodȱandȱJosephȂsȱfatherhoodǯ22 For instance, 
intensięedȱdevotionȱtoȱSaintȱJosephȱisȱillustratedȱbyȱtheȱadditionȱofȱhisȱfeastȱtoȱtheȱ
liturgical calendar in 1479, and its subsequent promotion to a festival of obligation 
inȱŗŜŘŗǯȱHeȱwasȱmadeȱMexicoȂsȱpatronȱsaintȱ inȱŗśśśǰȱandȱbecameȱtheȱprotectorȱofȱ
theȱmissionsȱinȱChinaȱinȱŗŜŝŞǯȱThisȱaĴentionȱwasȱmirroredȱinȱartǱȱJosephȱbecameȱtheȱ
most frequently depicted saint in the early modern Spanish empire.23

19ȱ Forȱ aȱ valuableȱ synthesisǰȱ whichȱ blendsȱ preȬReformationǰȱ Protestantȱ andȱ Catholicȱ
experiences, see Edward Muir, Ritual in Early Modern Europe, 2nd edn (Cambridge, 2005), 
ch. 1.

20 Arnold van Gennep, TheȱRitesȱofȱPassage, trans. Monika B. Vizedom and Gabrielle L. 
CaěeeȱǻChicagoǰȱILǰȱŗşŜŖǼǰȱpǯȱŘŗǯ

21ȱ Onȱ ritualȱ andȱ circularȱ timeǰȱ seeȱ Peterȱ Burkeǰȱ The Historical Anthropology of Early 
ModernȱItalyǱȱEssaysȱonȱPerceptionȱandȱCommunication (Cambridge, 1997), p. 183.

22ȱ Ulinkaȱ Rublackǰȱ ȁPregnancyǰȱ Childbirthȱ andȱ theȱ Femaleȱ Bodyȱ inȱ Earlyȱ Modernȱ
GermanyȂǰȱPastȱandȱPresent, 150 (1996): 88.

23 Charlene Villaseñor Black, �Love and Marriage in the Spanish Empire: Depictions of 
HolyȱMatrimonyȱandȱGenderȱDiscoursesȱinȱtheȱSeventeenthȱCenturyȂǰȱThe Sixteenth Century 
Journal, 32 (2001): 637�67.
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WeȱcanȱevenȱthinkȱinȱtermsȱofȱfamilyȱlifeȱcyclesǰȱfollowingȱTamaraȱHarevenȂsȱ
approach of viewing the family �as a process over time rather than as a static 
unitȱwithinȱ certainȱ timeȱperiodsȂǯ24ȱ Thereȱwereȱ oftenȱ fourȱ keyȱ familyȱ lifeȱ stagesȱ
in early modern Europe: the union when a couple married and combined assets 
in a household; the birth of children; ęssion when these children married and 
extracted assets; and the distribution of the estate upon the death of the couple.25 
TheȱmanyȱtreatisesȱonȱaȱChristianȱupbringingȱwhichȱwereȱpublishedȱinȱtheȱwakeȱ
ofȱtheȱCouncilȱofȱTrentǰȱseveralȱatȱtheȱinstigationȱofȱCarloȱBorromeoǰȱarchbishopȱofȱ
Milan, demonstrate that the Catholic life cycle was familial as well as personal.26 
Theseȱ treatisesǰȱ asȱwellȱ asȱ confessionȱmanualsǰȱ emphasizedȱ theȱ responsibilityȱofȱ
parentsǰȱespeciallyȱfathersǰȱforȱtheirȱchildrenȂsȱmoralȱandȱreligiousȱeducationǯȱAsȱ
Cardinal Richelieu observed, the fourth Commandment, �Honour thy father and 
thyȱmotherȂǰȱȁimposesȱobligationsȱnotȱonlyȱonȱchildrenȱtowardsȱtheirȱfathersǰȱbutȱ
also on fathers and mothers towards their children, inasmuch as love should be 
reciprocalȂǯ27 Families overlapped with households to a greater and lesser degree, 
and the head of a household was responsible for ensuring that all its members 
receivedȱreligiousȱinstructionǯȱThisȱalsoȱhadȱaȱreciprocalȱdimensionǱȱtheȱinstitutionalȱ
ChurchȱencouragedȱservantsȱtoȱspreadȱCatholicȱvaluesȱinȱtheirȱmastersȂȱfamiliesǯ28 
Just as historians of gender have long observed its relational character, we should 
heed the relational component of age and the importance of the generations. Here, 
tooǰȱweȱseeȱthatȱtheȱmeaningȱofȱtheȱlifeȱcycleȱtranscendsȱmomentsȱofȱtransitionǯȱTheȱ
lifeȱcycleȂsȱvalueȱasȱaȱcategoryȱofȱanalysisȱisȱthusȱenhancedȱbyȱitsȱbroadȱmeaningǰȱ
which incorporates ageing, ritual, stages of life and connectivity.

The Church and the sacraments

For Catholics, stages of life and transitions between them were intimately connected 
toȱ theȱ sevenȱ sacramentsȱ ofȱ theȱ RomanȱCatholicȱ ChurchǱȱ baptismǰȱ conęrmationǰȱ
confession, communion, marriage, extreme unction and holy orders.29ȱ Theȱ

24ȱ Tamaraȱ Kǯȱ Harevenǰȱ ȁTheȱ Familyȱ asȱ ProcessǱȱ Theȱ Historicalȱ Studyȱ ofȱ theȱ Familyȱ
CycleȂǰȱJournal of Social History, 7 (1974): 322.

25 Sarah Hanley, �Engendering the State: Family Formation and State Building in Early 
ModernȱFranceȂǰȱFrench Historical Studies, 16 (1989): pp. 4�27 (23).

26ȱ Seeȱ Oliverȱ Loganǰȱ ȁCounterȬReformatoryȱ Theoriesȱ ofȱ Upbringingȱ inȱ ItalyȂǰȱ inȱThe 
Church and Childhood: Studies in Church History, 31 (Oxford, 1994), pp. 275�84.

27 Cited by Hugh Cunningham, Children and Childhood in Western Society Since 1500, 2nd 
edn (Harlow, 2005), p. 55.

28ȱ Seeȱ Raěaellaȱ Sartiǰȱ ȁDangerousȱ LiaisonsǱȱ Servantsȱ asȱ ȃChildrenȄȱ Taughtȱ byȱ theirȱ
MastersȱandȱasȱȃTeachersȄȱofȱtheirȱMastersȂȱChildrenȂǰȱPaedagogicaȱHistorica, 43 (2007): 565�87.

29ȱ AǯȱProsperiǰȱ ȁIȱ sacramentiȱ inȱ etàȱ tridentinaȂǰȱ inȱAǯȱAlberigoȱ andȱ IǯȱRoggerȱ ǻedsǼǰȱ Il 
ConcilioȱdiȱTrentoȱnellaȱprospeĴivaȱdelȱterzoȱmillennioǯȱAĴiȱdelȱconvegnoȱtenutoȱaȱTrentoȱilȱŘśȮŘŞȱ
seĴembreȱŗşşś (Brescia, 1997), pp. 251�66.
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discussionȱofȱ theseȱsacramentsȱatȱ theȱCouncilȱofȱTrentȱmustȱbeȱseenȱ inȱaȱ longerȱ
contextǰȱsinceȱtheȱparticularȱsignięcanceȱofȱtheseȱsevenȱsacramentsȱwasȱelaboratedȱ
at the Council of Florence, and expressed in the papal bull Exultate Domine of 1439. 
Scholarshipȱ hasȱ focusedȱ onȱ theȱ negotiatedȱ receptionȱ ofȱ theȱ Tridentineȱ decreesȱ
on the sacraments, and individual historians have often concentrated on a single 
sacramentǰȱ especiallyȱmarriageǯȱ Theseȱ studiesȱ areȱ frequentlyȱ interestedȱ inȱwhatȱ
the sacraments can tell us about the reforming power of the Catholic Church, 
ratherȱthanȱwhatȱtheyȱtellȱusȱaboutȱtheȱlifeȱcycleǯȱTheȱmotivesȱofȱtheȱChurchȱandȱ
theȱ implementationȱofȱTridentineȱdecreesȱ areȱ centralȱ toȱ theseȱ analysesǯȱWasȱ theȱ
Churchǰȱ asȱ inȱ Johnȱ BossyȂsȱ viewǰȱ tryingȱ toȱ enforceȱ aȱ uniformȱ codeȱ ofȱ religiousȱ
practice?30ȱAndȱdidȱitȱseekȱanȱincreasedȱroleȱinȱtheȱlifeȱcycleȱatȱTrentǵȱInȱorderȱtoȱ
assessȱtheȱaĴitudeȱofȱtheȱpreȬȱandȱpostȬTridentineȱChurchȱtoȱtheȱlifeȱcycleǰȱweȱmustȱ
examine its strategies for the implementation of its vision of the sacraments, and 
consider what changes took place to the sacraments themselves and to their role in 
Catholic lives during the early modern period.31

Sacramentalȱparticipationȱwasȱaěectedȱbyȱfactorsȱasȱdiverseȱasȱtheȱavailabilityȱ
andȱassiduousnessȱofȱlocalȱpriestsǰȱtheȱinĚuenceȱofȱpoliticalȱcircumstancesȱandȱtheȱ
persuasiveness of devotional imagery.32ȱTrentȱmarkedȱtheȱbeginningȱofȱaȱconcertedȱ
eěortȱbyȱtheȱChurchȱtoȱpursueȱcorrectȱsacramentalȱobservanceȱonȱanȱinstitutionalȱ
basis. Information-gathering, education and episcopal visitations were the three 
main strands of this endeavour. None of these strategies was new, but each became 
more developed, more frequent and � for the most part � more standardized. 
CardinalȱXimenesȱhadȱinstitutedȱbaptismalȱregistersȱinȱhisȱarchdioceseȱofȱToledoȱinȱ
1497, and while other bishops followed his lead, this practice remained patchy.33 In 
ŗśŜřǰȱtheȱCouncilȱofȱTrentȱdecreedȱthatȱparishȱclergyȱshouldȱmaintainȱmarriageȱandȱ
baptismal registers. In the wake of the Council, status animarum inspections became 
moreȱcommonǯȱTheseȱsoulȱcountsǰȱinȱwhichȱtheȱparishȱpriestȱorȱhisȱdelegateȱwentȱ
house by house, street by street, recorded the names of parishioners and whether 
theyȱhadȱbeenȱbaptizedȱ andȱ conęrmedǯ34ȱ FromȱŗŜŗŚǰȱ asȱ specięedȱ inȱ theȱRomanȱ
Ritual, status animarumȱcensusesȱǻconductedȱannuallyȱatȱEasterǼȱwereȱoneȱofȱęveȱ
sets of records for which parish priests were responsible, alongside registers of 
baptisms, marriages, burials and Easter communicants.35

30ȱ JohnȱBossyǰȱȁTheȱCounterȬReformationȱandȱtheȱPeopleȱofȱCatholicȱEuropeȂǰȱPastȱandȱ
Present, 47 (1970): 52.

31 For an assessment of sacramental observance in early modern France, see Joseph 
Bergin, ChurchǰȱSocietyȱandȱReligiousȱChangeȱinȱFranceǰȱŗśŞŖȮŗŝřŖ (New Haven, 2009), ch. 11.

32ȱ Onȱ theȱ impactȱofȱ theȱ localȱ contextǰȱ seeȱTrevorȱ JohnsonǰȱMagistrates, Madonnas and 
MiraclesǱȱTheȱCounterȱReformationȱinȱtheȱUpperȱPalatinate (Aldershot, 2009), ch. 8.

33ȱ WǯEǯȱTateǰȱTheȱParishȱChest, 3rd edn (Cambridge, 1969), p. 43.
34 See Monica Chojnacka, �Singlewomen in Early Modern Venice: Communities and 

OpportunitiesȂǰȱinȱJudithȱMǯȱBenneĴȱandȱAmyȱMǯȱFroideȱǻedsǼǰȱSinglewomen in the European 
PastȱŗŘśŖȮŗŞŖŖȱǻPhiladelphiaǰȱPAǰȱŗşşşǼǰȱppǯȱŘŗŝȮřśȱǻŘŗŞǼǯ

35ȱ BossyǰȱȁCounterȬReformationȂǰȱpǯȱśřǯ
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Theseȱ recordsȱ enabledȱ theȱ upperȱ echelonsȱ ofȱ theȱ clergyȱ toȱ measureȱ howȱ
successfully parish priests encouraged their parishioners to lead a sacramental 
lifeǯȱ Catechismsȱ playedȱ aȱ centralȱ roleȱ inȱ educatingȱ Catholicsȱ inȱ theȱ ChurchȂsȱ
expectations about how they should live their lives via regular classes held on 
Sundays and feast days. Instructions on the sacraments typically comprised a third 
ofȱcatecheticalȱmaterialǯȱAlthoughȱtheȱCouncilȱofȱTrentȱobligatedȱbishopsȱtoȱensureȱ
children were educated about Catholicism, the Council itself had a limited impact 
on the catechizing of the laity.36ȱTheȱmostȱpopularȱsixteenthȬcenturyȱcatechismǰȱtheȱ
JesuitȱPeterȱCanisiusȂsȱSumma doctrinae christianae (1555) was inspired by the use of 
catechismsȱbyȱProtestantȱreformersǰȱandȱtheȱoĜcialȱTridentineȱcatechismȱofȱŗśŜŜǰȱ
mainlyȱcomposedȱbyȱCarloȱBorromeoǰȱwasȱwriĴenȱinȱLatinȱandȱaimedȱatȱtheȱclergyǯȱ
In addition, a great deal of catechetical instruction was not carried out by priests. It 
was often delivered by kloppen (celibate lay sisters) in Dutch communities and by 
the laity � sometimes in the context of youth confraternities � in Italian cities.37ȱTheȱ
perceived value of catechisms in bolstering sacramental observance is evident from 
their increased sophistication from the mid-seventeenth century onwards. Bishops 
published catechisms tailored to their own dioceses, with separate catechisms for 
thoseȱatȱdiěerentȱpointsȱinȱtheirȱreligiousȱeducationǰȱsuchȱasȱtheȱstagesȱleadingȱupȱ
toȱconęrmationȱandȱęrstȱcommunionǯ38 Catechisms thereby augmented visitations 
in the episcopal promotion of Counter-Reformation piety.

Trentȱsoughtȱtoȱchampionȱtheȱsacramentalȱstatusȱofȱmarriageǰȱasȱarticulatedȱatȱ
the Council of Florence in 1439.39ȱMarriageȱdiěeredȱfromȱotherȱsacramentsȱinȱitsȱdualȱ
nature as a ceremony and a phase of life. Both elements had a religious dimension. 
Theȱ indissolubleȱbondȱbetweenȱhusbandȱandȱwifeȱmirroredȱthatȱbetweenȱChristȱ
and the Church. Married men and women were expected to remain monogamous 
andȱtoȱfulęlȱGodȂsȱcommandȱtoȱNoahȱandȱhisȱsonsȱtoȱgoȱforthȱandȱmultiplyǯȱForȱ
women, marriage also entailed subjection to the authority of a husband, as a 
consequenceȱofȱEveȂsȱsinǯ40 Marriage was tied to the life cycle by canon law, which 
required the mutual consent of both partners, with no impediments of error (about 
theȱidentityȱorȱsexualȱabilityȱofȱtheȱpartnerǼȱorȱageǯȱTheȱminimumȱageȱforȱbetrothalȱ
wasȱsevenǯȱTheȱminimumȱageȱofȱmarriageȱwasȱtheȱageȱatȱwhichȱeachȱpartnerȱwasȱ
thought able to grant consent and engage in sexual activity, 14 for men and 12 

36 The Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, trans. H.J. Schroeder (St. Louis, MO, 
ŗşŚŗǼǰȱpǯȱŗşŜǯȱJeanȱPierreȱDedieuǰȱȁȃChristianizationȄȱinȱNewȱCastileǱȱCatechismǰȱCommunionǰȱ
MassǰȱandȱConęrmationȱinȱtheȱToledoȱArchbishopricǰȱŗśŚŖȮŗŜśŖȂǰȱinȱAnneȱJǯȱCruzȱandȱMaryȱ
ElizabethȱPerryȱ ǻedsǼǰȱCultureȱandȱControlȱ inȱCounterȬReformationȱSpain (Minneapolis, MN, 
1992), pp. 1�24 (4).

37 On kloppen, see Chapter 9.
38ȱ KarenȱEǯȱCarterǰȱȁTheȱScienceȱofȱSalvationǱȱFrenchȱDiocesanȱCatechismsȱandȱCatholicȱ

ReformȱǻŗŜśŖȮŗŞŖŖǼȂǰȱThe Catholic Historical Review, 96 (2010): 234�61.
39ȱ Gabriellaȱ Zarriǰȱ ȁIlȱ matrimonioȱ tridentinoȂǰȱ inȱ Pǯȱ Prodiȱ andȱWǯȱ Reinhardȱ ǻedsǼǰȱ Il 

Concilio di Trento e il moderno (Bologna, 1994), pp. 437�83.
40 Genesis 3:16.
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forȱwomenǯȱAllȱtheȱsameǰȱtheȱreligiousȱsignięcanceȱofȱmarriageȱforȱearlyȱmodernȱ
Catholics was closely intertwined with legal, economic and familial considerations.

BeforeȱTrentǰȱmostȱmarriagesȱdidȱnotȱtakeȱplaceȱinȱchurchǰȱandȱtheȱpresenceȱofȱ
a priest was supplemental. Understandings varied about whether a marriage was 
complete when a verbal promise of marriage was made, after sexual intercourse, or 
when the promise was legitimized by a priest with a public wedding and nuptial 
blessingǯȱTheȱoutcomeȱofȱtheȱdiscussionsȱaboutȱmarriageȱatȱTrentȱwasȱpublishedȱ
in the Tametsi decree of 11 November 1563, which aimed to place the marriage 
ceremonyȱmoreȱęrmlyȱunderȱtheȱcontrolȱofȱtheȱChurchǯȱTheȱdecreeȱlaidȱdownȱtheȱ
expectation that marriages take place inside a church, and required the publication 
of banns and the presence of a priest and two witnesses. Disputes at the Council 
about the nature of clandestine marriage meant that Tametsi was a compromise 
decree. For the French bishops, the absence of parental consent made a marriage 
clandestineǯȱ Howeverǰȱ theȱ ChurchȂsȱ eventualȱ positionȱ wasȱ thatȱ aȱ clandestineȱ
marriage lacked freely expressed public consent, which banns and witnesses 
soughtȱtoȱensureǯȱNonethelessǰȱtheȱimplementationȱofȱtheȱTridentineȱconceptionȱofȱ
marriage was slow and inconsistent.41

Like marriage, baptism had religious and social dimensions, with individual 
andȱcommunalȱsignięcanceǯȱFirstlyǰȱtheȱinfantȱwasȱcleansedȱofȱoriginalȱsinǰȱreceivingȱ
the gifts of grace and salvation, as well as a name.42 Secondly, baptism marked the 
incorporation of the individual into the Christian community, symbolized by the 
placingȱofȱtheȱinfantȱintoȱtheȱarmsȱofȱitsȱgodparentsȱinȱtheȱęnalȱstageȱofȱtheȱritualǯȱ
ItȱcouldȱalsoȱdeęneȱotherȱcommunalȱaĜliationsǰȱmarkingȱtheȱentryȱintoȱparishȱandȱ
cityǯȱ Beforeȱ Trentǰȱ concernsȱ hadȱ arisenȱ aboutȱ theȱ speedȱ ofȱ baptismǰȱwhoȱ itȱwasȱ
performed by and where, and the number of godparents. Baptism, particularly 
godparenthoodǰȱ wasȱ discussedȱ byȱ theȱ Councilȱ ofȱ Trentȱ inȱ ŗśŚŝǯȱ Guidoȱ Alfaniȱ
hasȱarguedȱ thatȱ theȱdistinctiveȱoutcomeȱofȱTrentȱwasȱnotȱ theȱdecisionȱ thatȱ eachȱ
Catholic should have one godfather and one godmother, the names of which were 
to be recorded by the priest along with the names and surnames of infant and 
parentsǰȱbutȱtheȱabilityȱofȱtheȱpostȬTridentineȱchurchȱtoȱimplementȱitsȱpositionȱonȱ
godparenthood.43ȱRecordsȱofȱpostȬTridentineȱbaptismsȱshowȱaȱgradualȱreductionȱ
inȱtheȱnumberȱofȱgodparentsǰȱandȱhighȱlevelsȱofȱcomplianceȱwithȱtheȱTridentineȱ
catechismȂsȱ advocacyȱ forȱ namingȱ infantsȱ afterȱ saintsǯȱ Evidenceȱ ofȱ layȱ demandsȱ
for speedy baptisms by priests suggests a shared regard for this life-cycle ritual 
amongst both clergy and laity.44

Baptismȱwasȱcoupledȱwithȱconęrmationȱinȱtheȱinitiationȱceremonyȱofȱtheȱearlyȱ
Churchǰȱbutȱconęrmationǰȱwhichȱwasȱnotȱrequiredȱforȱsalvationǰȱbecameȱseparatedȱ
over the centuries, and came to be administered to those over the age of seven. 

41 See Silvana Seidel Menchi and Diego Quaglioni (eds), Matrimoni in dubbio. Unioni 
controverse e nozze clandestine in Italia dal XIV al XVIII secolo (Bologna, 2002).

42 John 3:5.
43 Guido Alfani, FathersȱandȱGodfathersǯȱSpiritualȱKinshipȱinȱEarlyȬModernȱItaly (Farnham, 

2009), p. 91.
44 Forster, Catholic Revival, p. 108.
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Theȱsacramentȱwasȱcarriedȱoutȱbyȱaȱbishopǰȱwhoȱanointedȱtheȱindividualȱonȱtheȱ
forehead in the sign of the cross with chrism (oil scented with balsam), and laid his 
hands on the child as a reminder of adversities, sometimes by slapping its cheek. In 
conęrmationȱtheȱHolyȱSpiritȱenteredȱtheȱsoulǰȱstrengtheningȱitȱagainstȱtemptationǯȱ
TheȱTridentineȱcatechismȱdiěerentiatedȱbetweenȱbaptismȱandȱconęrmationȱusingȱ
a military analogy: �In baptism the Christian is enlisted into the service [of God], 
inȱconęrmationȱheȱisȱequippedȱforȱbaĴleȂǯ45ȱThisȱbaĴleȱwasȱtoȱbeȱfoughtȱagainstȱtheȱ
DevilȱandȱheresyǰȱandȱaȱconęrmedȱCatholicȱwasȱnotȱonlyȱresponsibleȱforȱtheirȱownȱ
sins, but also for the salvation of others.46ȱWhileȱtheȱbishopȂsȱroleȱinȱthisȱsacramentȱ
provided opportunities for the assertion of episcopal authority, the accessibility of 
bishops resulted in substantial variation in the administration of this sacrament. 
Inȱ earlyȱ sixteenthȬcenturyȱ Newȱ Castileǰȱ almostȱ everyoneȱ wasȱ conęrmedȱ atȱ theȱ
age of 14, and in late sixteenth-century Venice, adults, including servants, had 
invariablyȱbeenȱconęrmedǯ47ȱByȱcontrastǰȱmanyȱinȱFranceȱwereȱnotȱconęrmedǰȱevenȱ
inȱtheȱseventeenthȱcenturyǰȱandȱhardlyȱanyoneȱwasȱconęrmedȱinȱGaliciaȱandȱruralȱ
Catalonia.48ȱConęrmationȱplayedȱaȱlessȱsignięcantȱroleȱinȱtheȱlivesȱofȱCatholicsȱthanȱ
itȱdidȱforȱtheirȱProtestantȱcounterpartsǯȱInȱLutheranȱareasȱinȱparticularǰȱconęrmationȱ
was a requisite for receiving a funeral oration, made the individual eligible to be 
a godparent, and had a range of social resonances connected with the practice 
asȱaȱtransitionȱtoȱmaturityǰȱasȱexemplięedȱbyȱgiftsȱofȱaȱęrstȱpairȱofȱlongȱtrousersȱ
or a hat.49ȱByȱcontrastǰȱtheȱCounterȬReformationȱhadȱliĴleȱimpactȱonȱinterestȱandȱ
participation in this sacrament.

Communion was a repeated sacramental experience for adult Catholics, and 
ęrstȱ communionȱ hadȱ anȱ additionalȱ setȱ ofȱ resonancesȱ asȱ anȱ initiationȱ intoȱ adultȱ
spirituality. First communion is a central facet of modern Catholic observance, but 
has been largely neglected by early modern scholars.50 Until the eleventh century, 
ęrstȱcommunionȱwasȱpartȱofȱtheȱinfantȱinitiationȱceremonyǰȱalongsideȱbaptismȱandȱ
conęrmationǰȱbutȱconcernsȱthatȱ infantsȱwereȱunableȱtoȱchewȱtheȱhostȱandȱmightȱ
spit it out became coupled with a sense that communicants should understand that 
they were consuming the actual body and blood of Christ.51ȱTheȱFourthȱLateranȱ
Councilȱthusȱlinkedȱcommunionȱtoȱtheȱageȱofȱdiscretionǰȱplacedȱbyȱdiěerentȱtextsȱ

45 The Catechism of the Council of Trent, trans. Rev. J. Donovan (Dublin, 1829), p. 196.
46ȱ Allysonȱ Mǯȱ Poskaǰȱ Regulatingȱ theȱ PeopleǱȱ Theȱ Catholicȱ Reformationȱ inȱ SeventeenthȬ

Century Spain (Leiden, 1998), p. 38.
47ȱ DedieuǰȱȁNewȱCastileȂǰȱpǯȱŘŖǲȱChojnackaǰȱȁSinglewomenȂǰȱpǯȱŘŗŞǯ
48ȱ DedieuǰȱȁNewȱCastileȂǰȱpǯȱŘŖǲȱPoskaǰȱRegulatingȱtheȱPeople, p. 37; Henry Kamen, The 

PhoenixȱandȱtheȱFlameǱȱCataloniaȱandȱtheȱCounterȱReformation (New Haven and London, 1993), 
p. 7.

49ȱ MichaelȱMiĴerauerǰȱAȱHistoryȱofȱYouthǱȱFamilyǰȱSexualityǰȱandȱSocialȱRelationsȱinȱPastȱ
Times, trans. Graeme Dunphy (Oxford, 1993), pp. 53�5.

50ȱ Onȱ ęrstȱ communionȂsȱ signięcanceȱ inȱ modernȱ Englandǰȱ seeȱ Peterȱ McGrailǰȱ First 
CommunionǱȱRitualǰȱChurchȱandȱPopularȱReligiousȱIdentity (Aldershot, 2007).

51ȱ KathrynȱAnnȱTagliaǰȱȁTheȱCulturalȱConstructionȱofȱChildhoodǱȱBaptismǰȱCommunionǰȱ
andȱConęrmationȂǰȱinȱConstanceȱMǯȱRousseauȱandȱJoelȱTǯȱRosenthalȱǻedsǼǰȱWomen, Marriage 
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between the ages of 7 and 14. Infant communion nevertheless continued in some 
parts of Europe, including Milan, Amiens and Augsburg, and it was explicitly 
proscribedȱ atȱ Trentȱ inȱ ŗśŜŘǯ52ȱ Allȱ theȱ sameǰȱ theȱ Tridentineȱ catechismȱ leftȱ itȱ toȱ
parish priests to judge when a child had reached the age of discretion. Although 
Trentȱmerelyȱreiteratedȱ theȱChurchȂsȱpositionȱonȱęrstȱcommunionǰȱ theȱcharacterȱ
of this sacrament was fundamentally changed by a development unconnected 
toȱ theȱCouncilǯȱ Inȱŗśşřǰȱ theȱęrstȱdocumentedȱgroupȱęrstȱcommunionȱ tookȱplaceȱ
in the parish of Aumale in the diocese of Rouen.53ȱ Theȱpracticeȱwasȱ soonȱ takenȱ
upȱ inȱParisȱandȱbeganȱtoȱspreadȱmoreȱwidelyǯȱGroupȱęrstȱcommunionȱemergedȱ
from catechism classes which prepared children for taking the Eucharist; it was a 
logical step from group instruction to a single ceremony in which the whole cohort 
participatedǯȱOverȱtimeǰȱotherȱritualsȱwereȱaddedȱtoȱtheȱmassȱofȱęrstȱcommunionǯȱ
OnȱitsȱeveǰȱchildrenȱwouldȱaskȱforgivenessȱfromȱtheirȱparentsȱandȱreceiveȱtheȱlaĴerȂsȱ
blessing; during the morning mass, they would process with lighted candles; and 
anȱ additionalȱ vespersȱ serviceȱ wouldȱ takeȱ placeȱ inȱ theȱ eveningǯȱ Theȱ changeȱ inȱ
theȱritualȱdimensionȱofȱęrstȱcommunionȱhadȱseveralȱconsequencesǯȱTheȱpracticeȱ
was taken up with enthusiasm by Jesuit missionaries, who added a masquerade 
element to the procession.54ȱMoreȱbroadlyǰȱęrstȱcommunionȱtightenedȱtheȱreligiousȱ
bonds between the new communicant, their family and the parish community, and 
provided an edifying display of devotion to all.

Whileȱsacramentalȱritualsȱofȱinitiationȱcertainlyȱmarkedȱsignięcantȱmomentsȱinȱ
anyȱCatholicȂsȱlifeȱcourseǰȱtheȱsacramentsȱwhichȱmostȱCatholicsȱwouldȱexperienceȱ
mostȱ frequentlyȱwereȱ confessionȱandȱ communionǯȱTheseȱ sacramentsȱwereȱoftenȱ
paired together, following Canon 21 of the Fourth Lateran Council, which 
demanded the annual confession of sins from the age of discretion, and annual 
communionȱatȱEasterȱ inȱ theȱsameȱsentenceǯȱTheȱobservanceȱofȱ theseȱsacramentsȱ
was at the heart of contemporary understandings of what it meant to be a good 
adult Catholic, as is shown by Inquisition records, in which regular observance 
isȱ repeatedlyȱpresentedȱasȱevidenceȱofȱ theȱpietyȱofȱ theȱaccusedǯȱTheȱ importanceȱ
of confession and communion in the lives of Catholics is also evident in the 
prominence of these two sacraments in catechisms.55 Confession and eucharistic 
devotion were also central parts of religious instruction during Jesuit missions.

Scholarship has tended to frame these sacraments as instruments of control, 
pointingȱ Ȯȱ forȱ instanceȱ Ȯȱ toȱ Carloȱ BorromeoȂsȱ associationȱ ofȱ sacramentalȱ

and Family in Medieval Christendom: Essays in Memory of Michael M. Sheehan (Kalamazoo, MI, 
1998), pp. 255�87 (273).

52ȱ NormanȱPǯȱTannerȱǻedǯǼǰȱDecrees of the Ecumenical Councils (2 vols, London, 1990), vol. 
2, p. 727.

53ȱ PaulȱTurnerǰȱAges of Initiation: The First Two Christian Millennia (Collegeville, MN, 
2000), pp. 6, 7, 10.

54ȱ Davidȱ Gentilcoreǰȱ ȁȃAdaptȱ Yourselfȱ toȱ theȱ PeopleȂsȱ CapabilitiesȄǱȱ Missionaryȱ
Strategiesǰȱ Methodsȱ andȱ Impactȱ inȱ theȱ Kingdomȱ ofȱ Naplesǰȱ ŗŜŖŖȮŗŞŖŖȂǰȱ The Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History, 45 (1994): 269�96 (279).

55ȱ CarterǰȱȁTheȱScienceȱofȱSalvationȂǰȱpǯȱŘŚśǯ
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confession with the maintenance of social order. Closer scrutiny reveals other 
waysȱinȱwhichȱtheȱsignięcanceȱofȱtheseȱsacramentsȱchangedȱforȱearlyȱmodernȱ
Catholics. Firstly, the Catholic Church not only wished for compliance with the 
expectation of annual confession and communion, but also aspired to increase 
the frequency of the practice of these sacraments. By the eighteenth century, 
this goal had been achieved, but practice was not regular or routine. Instead, 
confession and communion became connected to major feasts in addition to 
Easter. Secondly, confession and communion � particularly when they did not 
take place at Easter � enriched Catholic lives by bringing them into greater 
contact with the regular clergy, who encouraged this aspect of sacramental 
observanceǯȱ Thirdlyǰȱ aȱ fullȱ confessionȱ ofȱ oneȂsȱ sinsȱ beforeȱ deathȱwasȱ seenȱ asȱ
essentialȱ forȱ salvationǰȱ andȱ deathbedȱ confessionsȱ amplięedǯ56ȱ Theȱ increasedȱ
importanceȱaĴachedȱtoȱdeathbedȱconfessionȱisȱatȱoddsȱwithȱaȱseemingȱlackȱofȱ
interestȱ byȱ contemporariesȱ inȱ theȱ ęnalȱ sacramentȱ ofȱ theȱ lifeȱ cycleȱ Ȯȱ extremeȱ
unctionǯȱThisȱsacramentȱcombinedȱprayerȱwithȱtheȱanointingȱofȱtheȱbodyȱwithȱ
holyȱoilsȱwhichȱbothȱsanctięedȱitȱandȱpreparedȱtheȱsoulȱforȱtheȱafterlifeǯ57 It could 
be performed if the individual was unconscious, but children were not allowed 
itǰȱandȱthoseȱwhoȱdiedȱsuddenlyȱalsoȱdidȱnotȱreceiveȱitǯȱTheȱscarcityȱofȱevidenceȱ
aboutȱ theȱ practiceȱ ofȱ extremeȱ unctionȱmayȱ partlyȱ reĚectȱ theȱ unlikelihoodȱ ofȱ
those who received it leaving documentary traces about this life experience. Yet 
there are also hints that fear may have provoked avoidance. One German priest 
wrote in the 1670s that his parishioners �shied away from extreme unction, 
saying that [if they took it] they would die immediately, and if they did recover 
they would not be allowed to put their feet on the ground again and would no 
longerȱbeȱableȱtoȱdanceȂǯ58

TheȱęnalȱsacramentȱȮȱholyȱordersȱȮȱisȱrarelyȱconnectedȱtoȱtheȱlifeȱcycleǯȱYetȱbothȱ
men and women who chose to follow a religious life also embarked on a well-
deęnedȱpathǰȱinȱwhichȱritualȱandȱageȱplayedȱsignięcantȱrolesǯȱAgeȱwasȱcentralȱtoȱ
theȱprocedureȱ forȱordinationȱdeęnedȱduringȱ sessionȱŘřȱofȱ theȱCouncilȱ ofȱTrentǰȱ
whichȱspecięedȱthatȱpriestsȱȁshallȱascendȱstepȱbyȱstepǰȱthatȱwithȱincreasingȱageȱtheyȱ
mayȱgrowȱinȱworthinessȱofȱ lifeȱandȱ learningȂǯ59ȱConęrmationȱwasȱaȱprerequisiteȱ
forȱtheȱęrstȱtonsureǰȱandȱthereȱwereȱprescribedȱinterimsȱbetweenȱtheȱminorȱordersȱ
of porter, reader, exorcist and acolyte. No one was to be promoted to subdeacon 
before the age of 22 (and unless a year had elapsed since promotion to acolyte), to 
deacon until the age of 23, or to priest until the age of 24. Marc Forster has found 
that seventeenth-century priests were usually appointed in their early thirties, and 
that as time went on, they had often served long apprenticeships.60ȱTheȱvaluingȱ
ofȱcelibacyȱwasȱaȱdistinctiveȱqualityȱofȱ theȱCatholicȱ lifeȱcycleǯȱTrentȱassertedȱ theȱ

56 Forster, Catholic Revival, pp. 109�11.
57ȱ PoskaǰȱRegulatingȱtheȱPeople, p. 128.
58 Forster, Catholic Revival, p. 109.
59ȱ KathleenȱMǯȱComerfordǰȱȁItalianȱTridentineȱDiocesanȱSeminariesǱȱAȱHistoriographicalȱ

StudyȂǰȱThe Sixteenth Century Journal, 29 (1998): 999�1022 (p. 1000).
60 Forster, Catholic Revival, p. 173.
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binding nature of clerical celibacy and the superiority of virginity over marriage.61 
Mobility was another characteristic aspect of the lives of the male religious, who 
were often drawn away from their place of birth by educational or devotional 
opportunities.

Althoughȱ aȱ nunȂsȱ religiousȱ vocationȱ wasȱ notȱ sacramentalǰȱ aȱ womanȱ whoȱ
enteredȱaȱconventȱalsoȱembarkedȱuponȱaȱclearlyȱdeęnedǰȱageȬcorrelatedȱpathǯ62 She 
began as a postulant, living in the convent wearing lay clothing, and then became 
aȱnoviceǰȱwearingȱaȱnoviceȂsȱhabitȱ forȱatȱ leastȱaȱyearȱbeforeȱ takingȱherȱ solemnȱ
vowsȱofȱprofessionǯȱTheȱCouncilȱofȱTrentȱimposedȱminimumȱageȱrequirementsȱofȱ
12 years for the clothing ceremony, and 16 years for profession.63ȱPrioressesȱandȱ
oĜceȬholdersȱhadȱtoȱbeȱatȱleastȱŘśȱyearsȱoldǯȱInȱseventeenthȬcenturyȱFranceȱmostȱ
women were clothed in their late teens; between 1650 and 1700 the average age 
atȱclothingȱincreasedȱbyȱtwoȱyearsǯȱConventsȱplayedȱotherȱrolesȱinȱwomenȂsȱlifeȱ
cycles. Conversae sorores (lay sisters) often entered convents at a slightly later age. 
In addition, many girls entered convents as boarders between the ages of seven 
andȱ twelveǰȱ typicallyȱ forȱ aȱperiodȱofȱ oneȱ toȱ twoȱyearsǰȱ inȱpreparationȱ forȱęrstȱ
communion.64

Beyond the sacraments: the experience of Catholicism

TheȱpossibilityȱofȱanȱavowedlyȱCatholicȱlifeȱinȱwhichȱtheȱsacramentȱofȱmarriageȱ
did not feature reminds us to look beyond the sacraments when analysing the 
CatholicȱlifeȱcycleǯȱTwoȱtrendsȱofȱrecentȱscholarshipȱonȱtheȱCounterȬReformationȱȮȱ
anȱaĴentivenessȱtoȱlocalȱparticularitiesȱandȱanȱappreciationȱofȱtheȱglobalȱcharacterȱ
of early modern Catholicism � indicate the implausibility of a single Catholic life 
cycle. Given the complex realities of early modern lives, it is hardly surprising 
that the sacraments were inconsistently observed, contested and transcended, 
that some life cycles were more cyclical than others, and that a range of life 
cyclesȱ couldȱ beȱ acceptableȱ toȱ theȱChurchǯȱ Indeedǰȱ theȱChurchȂsȱ recognitionȱ ofȱ
theȱdiversityȱofȱtheȱCatholicȱworldȱwasȱexpressedȱatȱTrentȱinȱtheȱsuggestionȱofȱ
ȁallowanceȱbeingȱmadeȱforȱplaceǰȱtimeȱandȱoccasionȂǯ65

61ȱ SeeȱHelenȱParishǰȱClerical Celibacy in the West: c. ŗŗŖŖȮŗŝŖŖ (Farnham, 2010), pp. 192�3; 
Henry Charles Lea, History of Sacerdotal Celibacy in the Christian Church, 4th edn (London, 
1932).

62 See Mary Laven, Virgins of Venice: Enclosed Lives and Broken Vows in the Renaissance 
Convent (London, 2002), ch. 2; Amy Leonard, Nails in the Wall: Catholic Nuns in Reformation 
Germany (Chicago and London, 2005), p. 22.

63ȱ TannerǰȱDecrees, vol. 2, pp. 781�2.
64 Elizabeth Rapley, �Women and the Religious Vocation in Seventeenth-Century 

FranceȂǰȱFrench Historical Studies, 18 (1994): 613�31.
65 Canons and Decrees, p. 194.



© Copyrighted Material

© Copyrighted Material

   
   

   
   

 w
w

w
.a

sh
ga

te
.c

om
  w

w
w

.a
sh

ga
te

.c
om

  w
w

w
.a

sh
ga

te
.c

om
  w

w
w

.a
sh

ga
te

.c
om

  w
w

w
.a

sh
ga

te
.c

om
  w

w
w

.a
sh

ga
te

.c
om

  w
w

w
.a

sh
ga

te
.c

om
  w

w
w

.a
sh

ga
te

.c
om

  w
w

w
.a

sh
ga

te
.c

om
  w

w
w

.a
sh

ga
te

.c
om

  w
w

w
.a

sh
ga

te
.c

om
  w

w
w

.a
sh

ga
te

.c
om

  

TѕђȱAѠѕєюѡђȱRђѠђюџѐѕȱCќњѝюћіќћȱѡќȱѡѕђȱCќѢћѡђџȬRђѓќџњюѡіќћ

196

Varied sacramental observance had a number of facets. Firstly, some Catholics 
couldȱaccessȱtheȱsacramentsȱmoreȱeasilyȱthanȱothersǯȱPriestsȱandȱbishopsȱwereȱ
often less accessible in rural locales, and crises such as plague epidemics could 
bringȱ aboutȱ aȱ suddenȱ shortageȱ ofȱ theȱ clergyȱ inȱ citiesǯȱ Thoseȱ livingȱ inȱ nonȬ
Catholic areas might be baptized in private or in a reformed church, married 
by reformed ministers, and mentally contemplate seeing and eating the host 
inȱorderȱtoȱreceiveȱtheȱassociatedȱspiritualȱbeneętǯ66 Secondly, bishops adapted 
orȱelaboratedȱonȱTridentineȱexpectationsȱwithinȱlocalȱandȱregionalȱcontextsǯȱInȱ
ŗśŞśǰȱ forȱ instanceǰȱ whenȱ theȱ ThirdȱMexicanȱ Provincialȱ Councilȱ publishedȱ itsȱ
ęndingsȱonȱmarriageǰȱ theseȱ includedȱspecięcȱguidelinesȱ forȱ Indianȱmarriagesǯȱ
InȱŗśşŘǰȱlikewiseǰȱBishopȱAntonioȱGrimaniȱofȱTorcelloȱraisedȱtheȱminimumȱageȱ
for the clothing of would-be nuns in his diocese to 15, commenting that the 
CouncilȱofȱTrentȱhadȱnotȱprohibitedȱtheȱprovincialȱraisingȱofȱthisȱageǯ67ȱThirdlyǰȱ
secularȱ authoritiesȱmodięedȱ theȱ ChurchȂsȱ visionȱ ofȱ theȱ lifeȱ cycleǰȱ usuallyȱ viaȱ
legislationǯȱInȱFranceǰȱdissatisfactionȱwithȱTrentȂsȱpositionȱonȱmarriageȱledȱtoȱaȱ
series of edicts which superseded canon law and compelled parental consent on 
pain of disinheritance.68 Fourthly, conversion complicated the chronology and 
ritualsȱofȱtheȱsacramentsȱinȱtheȱconvertȂsȱlifeȱcourseǯȱWhileȱthereȱwereȱfewȱmassȱ
conversions in early modern Italy, institutions which educated and baptized 
converts opened up and down the peninsula, in Rome (1543), Venice (1557), 
Bologna (1568), Mantua (1574), Ferrara (1584), Naples (1601) and Reggio (1630). 
Non-infant baptism developed ritual characteristics of its own, such as the 40-
day minimum period between acceptance into the House of Catechumens and 
baptism in seventeenth-century Venice.69 Fifthly, Catholics abused and misused 
theȱsacramentsǰȱconsciouslyȱandȱunconsciouslyǯȱTheȱChurchȱaĴemptedȱtoȱtackleȱ
incorrect distribution and receipt of the sacraments, especially via bishops and 
the Inquisition. Abuse of the sacrament of marriage by the laity was a particular 
concern.70 In the seventeenth century, nonetheless, the Inquisition appears to 
have been increasingly preoccupied by the misconduct of the clergy, particularly 
when non-ordained priests surpassed their remit.

66ȱ Alexandraȱ Walshamǰȱ ȁBeadsǰȱ Booksȱ andȱ Bareȱ Ruinedȱ ChoirsǱȱ Transmutationsȱ
ofȱCatholicȱRitualȱLifeȱ inȱProtestantȱEnglandȂǰȱ inȱBenjaminȱ JǯȱKaplanȱetȱ alǯȱ ǻedsǼǰȱCatholic 
CommunitiesȱinȱProtestantȱStatesǱȱBritainȱandȱtheȱNetherlandsȱcǯ ŗśŝŖȮŗŝŘŖȱ(Manchester, 2009), 
ppǯȱŗŖřȮŘŘǲȱJudithȱPollmannǰȱȁBuryingȱtheȱDeadǲȱRelivingȱtheȱPastǱȱRitualǰȱResentmentȱandȱ
SacredȱSpaceȱinȱtheȱDutchȱRepublicȂǰȱinȱKaplanȱetȱalǯǰȱCatholic Communities, p. 94.

67 Laven, Virgins of Venice, p. 27.
68ȱ HanleyǰȱȁEngenderingȱtheȱStateȂǯ
69ȱ BrianȱPullanǰȱTheȱJewsȱofȱEuropeȱandȱtheȱInquisitionȱofȱVeniceǰȱŗśśŖȮŗŜŝŖ (London, 1983), 

chs 14 and 15, esp. p. 262.
70ȱ Thisȱ topicȱ hasȱ receivedȱ extensiveȱ scholarlyȱ aĴentionȱ inȱ recentȱ yearsǯȱ Seeȱ Silvanaȱ

Seidel Menchi and Diego Quaglioni (eds), Coniugi nemici: la separazione in Italia dal XII al 
XVIII secolo (Bologna, 2000); Silvana Seidel Menchi and Diego Quaglioni (eds), Trasgressioni: 
seduzioniǰȱ adulterioǰȱ bigamiaȱ ǻXIVȮXVIIIȱ secoloǼ (Bologna, 2004); Silvana Seidel Menchi and 
Diego Quaglioni (eds), Iȱ tribunaliȱ delȱ matrimonioȱ ǻsecoliȱ XVȮXVIIIǼ (Bologna, 2006); Kim 
Siebenhüner, BigamieȱundȱInquisitionȱinȱItalianȱŗŜŖŖȮŗŝśŖȱǻPaderbornǰȱŘŖŖŜǼǯ
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Framing the Catholic life cycle exclusively in terms of how quickly, successfully 
andȱ fullyȱ theȱ Tridentineȱ conceptionȱ ofȱ theȱ sacramentsȱ wasȱ implementedȱ
overshadowsȱ theȱ acknowledgementȱ ofȱ theirȱ Ěexibleȱ roleȱ byȱ bothȱ clergyȱ andȱ
laity. Faith and devotion were the priorities for the clergy, not total uniformity of 
practice or deep doctrinal understanding. Even if they incorporated the sacraments 
selectively into their lives, as Marc Forster has highlighted was frequently the case, 
most laypeople would still have considered themselves to be good Catholics.71 
Of course, some Catholics were more devout than others. Exceptional piety was 
mapped onto the life cycle, especially by the tropes of precocious piety and the 
casting aside of a misspent youth in spiritual autobiographies and hagiography.72 
Thisȱęrstȱ tropeȱ characterizedȱ theȱ lifeȱ ofȱ SaintȱLuigiȱGonzagaȱ ǻŗśŜŞȮşŗǰȱ beatięedȱ
1605, canonized 1726), who pledged himself to God aged seven, resolved to remain 
celibate aged ten, and became a Jesuit novice aged 17. His choice of the Society of 
Jesus was, moreover, motivated by its status as a young order and its commitment 
to the Christian instruction of youths.73ȱ SimilarlyǰȱMarieȱdeȱ lȂIncarnationȱ ǻŗśşşȮ
1672) wrote in later life of how she had been visited by Jesus in a dream as a girl. 
Her behaviour in her late teens epitomized dedication to a Catholic life cycle � 
sheȱmarriedȱagedȱŗŝǰȱaĴendedȱchurchȱonȱaȱdailyȱbasisǰȱandȱgaveȱbirthȱ toȱaȱ sonǯȱ
Widowed shortly afterwards, she subsequently embarked on an alternative female 
life cycle by entering an Ursuline convent.74 Women who neither married nor took 
religious vows could also express a heightened commitment to a Catholic life by 
pledging celibacy and joining the congregated Ursulines or Dimesse, often while 
still living with their families.75

Sacramentalȱobservanceȱalsoȱplayedȱaȱ limitedȱpartȱ inȱ theȱęnalȱphaseȱofȱ theȱ
life cycle, because the rituals of dying only formed a minor part of the transition 
fromȱ lifeȱ toȱdeathǯȱTheȱotherȱ componentsȱofȱ thisȱphaseȱ comprisedȱpreparationȱ
for death, funerary and burial rituals, and prayers and masses for the dead. 
Theseȱ characteristicsȱ underlineȱ theȱ cyclicalǰȱ familialȱ andȱ communalȱ natureȱ ofȱ
the Catholic life cycle, in which life and death can be seen on a continuum, and 
inȱwhichȱ eachȱ individualȱwasȱ entangledȱ inȱ aȱ collectiveȱ processǯȱ Theȱ CounterȬ
Reformationȱmodięedȱtheȱconęgurationȱandȱimportanceȱofȱtheȱelementsȱofȱthisȱ
process. Although the art of a good death was a substantive medieval genre, the 
literature on preparing for death burgeoned in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuriesǰȱandȱwasȱmirroredȱbyȱanȱamplięcationȱofȱthemesȱofȱdeathȱinȱsermonsǯ76 

71 Forster, Catholic Revival, p. 110.
72ȱ WalshamǰȱȁReformationȱofȱtheȱGenerationsȂǰȱpǯȱŗŗŘǯ
73ȱ PaulȱFǯȱGrendlerǰȱThe University of Mantua, the Gonzaga and the Jesuits (Baltimore, MD, 

2009), pp. 43�5.
74 Natalie Zemon Davis, Womenȱ onȱ theȱ MarginsǱȱ Threeȱ SeventeenthȬCenturyȱ Lives 

(Cambridge, MA, 1995), pp. 63�139.
75ȱ SeeȱGabriellaȱZarriǰȱ ȁTheȱThirdȱStatusȂǰȱ inȱAnneȱJacobsonȱSchuĴeȱetȱalǯȱǻedsǼǰȱTime, 

Space, and Women�s Lives in Early Modern Europe (Kirksville, MO, 2001), pp. 181�99.
76 Michel Vovelle, La mort et l�Occident de 1300 à nos joursȱǻParisǱȱGallimardǰȱŗşŞřǼǲȱAlainȱ

Croix, LaȱBretagneȱauxȱŗŜeȱetȱŗŝeȱsièclesȱǻParisǰȱŗşŞŘǼǯ
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Catholics believed that the destiny of each soul was decided immediately 
afterȱ deathǯȱ Thisȱ ideaȱ ofȱ particularȱ judgementȱ corroboratedȱ theȱ importanceȱ ofȱ
preparingȱforȱdeathȱthroughoutȱoneȂsȱlifeǰȱandȱalteredȱtheȱsignięcanceȱofȱfuneralsȱ
andȱmassesȱforȱtheȱdeadǯȱTheȱfocusȱwasȱincreasinglyȱplacedȱonȱtheȱperiodȱshortlyȱ
after death, with a condensed funeral process, masses concentrated in the days 
following death, and a corresponding decline in requests for perpetual masses. 
Certain clergy even successfully petitioned to be released from some of their 
obligations to recite perpetual masses.77 At the same time, increasingly elaborate 
cemeteries sustained the presence of the dead in the community of the living.

Theȱ ongoingȱ relationshipȱ betweenȱ theȱ livingȱ andȱ theȱ deadȱ indicatesȱ thatȱ
at the levels of family and community the life cycle was cyclical indeed. For 
individuals, too, the life cycle was often not a linear progression from cradle to 
grave. Across Europe, it appears that a quarter to a third of marriages were not 
theȱęrstȱmarriageȱforȱoneȱorȱbothȱspousesǯ78 Widowhood, remarriage and births 
withȱdiěerentȱpartnersȱ characterizedȱ theȱ lifeȱ cyclesȱofȱmanyȱdevoutȱCatholicsǰȱ
but � beyond examining the prosecution of bigamy � scholars have yet to assess 
whetherȱtheȱCatholicȱChurchȱhadȱaȱdistinctiveȱaĴitudeȱtoȱremarriageǯȱInȱadditionǰȱ
the economic and social implications of widowhood and remarriage have been 
explored, but was remarriage also motivated by the centrality of marriage to a 
layȱ adultȂsȱ Catholicȱ identityǵȱ Furthermoreǰȱwidowhoodȱ broughtȱ disruptionȱ toȱ
the family life cycle, with charitable institutions such as orphanages taking over 
the parental role of raising children to be good Catholics especially in the event 
of the death of both parents. Equally, the widowed might support the community 
through substantial charitable expenditure.79ȱThereȱisȱscopeȱforȱfurtherȱscrutinyȱ
of the intersection between the Catholic life cycle and Counter-Reformation 
charity. Exploring these issues may also shed light on the extent to which the 
life cycle was gendered. Widows rather than widowers appear to have been far 
moreȱinvolvedȱinȱcharitableȱactivitiesǯȱButȱinȱotherȱrespectsǰȱdiěerencesȱbetweenȱ
male and female experiences of the Catholic life cycle were of detail rather than 
essenceǯȱTheȱdiěerentȱminimumȱageȱforȱmarriageȱreĚectedȱperceptionsȱofȱtheȱageȱ
of sexual ability, not misogyny, and � even if women could not be ordained � a 
celibate life cycle was open to both sexes.

Theȱ earlyȱ modernȱ Catholicȱ lifeȱ cycleȱ wasȱ theȱ process through which an 
individual experienced Catholicism. It was framed by sacramental observance, 

77ȱ ElizabethȱTingleǰȱ ȁPurgatoryȱandȱ theȱCounterȬReformationǱȱPerpetualȱChantriesȱ inȱ
SouthernȱBriĴanyǰȱŗŚŞŖȮŗŝŘŖȂǰȱThe Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 60 (2009): 464�89.

78 Kamen, PhoenixǰȱpǯȱřŗŘǲȱAriadneȱSchmidtǰȱȁSurvivalȱStrategiesȱofȱWidowsȱandȱTheirȱ
FamiliesȱinȱEarlyȱModernȱHollandǰȱcǯȱŗśŞŖȮŗŝśŖȂǰȱThe History of the Family, 12 (2007): 268�81 
(277).

79 Stephanie Fink De Backer, �Constructing Convents in Sixteenth-Century Castile: 
ToledanȱWidowsȱandȱPaĴernsȱofȱPatronageȂǰȱ inȱAllisonȱLevyȱ ǻedǯǼǰȱWidowhood and Visual 
Culture in Early Modern EuropeȱǻAldershotǰȱŘŖŖřǼǰȱppǯȱŗŝŝȮşŚǲȱOlwenȱHuftonǰȱȁTheȱWidowȂsȱ
Miteȱ andȱ Otherȱ StrategiesǱȱ Fundingȱ theȱ Catholicȱ ReformationȂǰȱ Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society, 8 (1998): 117�37.
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coloured by ritual, and shaped by familial and communal as well as individual 
concerns. Analysing the Catholic life cycle sheds light on the religious and 
age dimensions of identity, relationships between centres and peripheries 
andȱ theȱ impactȱ ofȱ Trentȱ onȱ devotionalȱ livesǯȱ Thisȱ explorationȱ requiresȱ
detailed consideration of moments and phases in the life cycle, as well as the 
relationships between them. In general, changes to the sacramental elements 
ofȱ theȱ lifeȱ cycleȱwereȱ inȱ theȱ realmsȱ ofȱ theȱ socialȱ andȱ theȱ ritualǯȱ Theȱ Churchȱ
insisted on its involvement in the marriage ceremony. With baptism, there 
wasȱaȱslowȱbutȱharmoniousȱadaptationȱtoȱtheȱChurchȂsȱpositionȱonȱgodparentsȱ
and naming. First communion was transformed by its shift to a group ritual. 
Confession and communion became more frequent features of devotional lives, 
therebyȱ increasingȱ theȱ laityȂsȱ interactionȱ withȱ theȱ clergyǯȱ Theȱ sacramentsȱ ofȱ
conęrmationǰȱextremeȱunctionȱandȱholyȱordersȱpresentȱparticularȱopportunitiesȱ
forȱ futureȱ researchǯȱ Didȱ theȱ meaningȱ ofȱ conęrmationȱ encourageȱ diligentȱ
bishopsȱtoȱpromoteȱtheȱsacramentǰȱinȱorderȱtoȱinvolveȱtheȱlaityȱinȱtheȱChurchȂsȱ
ęghtȱagainstȱheresyǵȱCanȱweȱteaseȱoutȱtheȱsignięcanceȱofȱextremeȱunctionȱbyȱ
unearthing misappropriations of the sacrament, such as by healers who anointed 
their patients with oil in the sign of the cross?80 And can we supplement our 
understanding of entry into the priesthood with an examination of the lives and 
life cycles of ordained priests?

Further questions merit investigation. How can we trace the devotional 
lives of those who neither transgressed nor surpassed the expectations of the 
TridentineȱChurchǵȱWhatȱcanȱtheȱreligiousȱmaterialityȱofȱCatholicȱhouseholdsȱ
tell us about how the household traverses the life cycle? What characterized the 
life cycles of those who chose to devote their lives to God, and how was this 
aěectedȱbyȱ theȱexplosionȱ inȱ theȱnumberȱofȱ regularȱandȱsecularȱclergyȱduringȱ
theȱ earlyȱmodernȱ periodǵȱ Didȱ theȱ postȬTridentineȱ papacyȱ continueȱ toȱmakeȱ
allowanceȱforȱȁplaceǰȱtimeȱandȱoccasionȂǵȱAsȱweȱmoveȱforwardǰȱweȱshouldȱjoinȱ
upȱ theȱ diěerentȱmomentsȱ andȱ stagesȱ ofȱ theȱ lifeȱ cycleǰȱ asȱ thisȱwillȱ rightfullyȱ
highlight its relational nature. Every observance of a sacrament reinforced 
theȱ individualȂsȱconnectionȱ toȱ theȱChristianȱcommunityǯȱTheseȱ linksȱbetweenȱ
macro and micro were overlaid with the life cycles of families and local and 
regional communities, and with the ongoing presence of the dead in the lives 
ofȱ theȱ livingǯȱToȱmakeȱsenseȱofȱ theseȱrelationshipsȱweȱmustȱapproachȱtheȱ lifeȱ
cycle from a range of perspectives: the young and the old, the married and 
the celibate, the laity and the parish clergy, the bishops and the papacy. We 
mustȱ alsoȱ askȱ theȱ questionǱȱ didȱ Catholicsȱ experienceȱ Catholicismȱ diěerentlyȱ
atȱ diěerentȱ pointsȱ inȱ theȱ lifeȱ cycleǵȱ Forȱ religiousȱ observanceȱwasȱ shapedȱ byȱ
generation as well as age.

80ȱ SeeȱGuidoȱRuggieroǰȱ ȁTheȱStrangeȱDeathȱofȱMargaritaȱMarcelliniǱȱMale, Signs, and 
theȱEverydayȱWorldȱofȱPreȬModernȱMedicineȂǰȱThe American Historical Review, 106 (2001): 
1141�58 (1152).
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