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Books and Devotion in Milan (1570-1590)

Massimo Petta
University of Milan

Abstract

Carlo Borromeo’s publishing policy was central to his plans for reform. His acute use 
of the press’s potential as a medium with which to reach the whole flock had both a 
religious/educational and a cultural aspect. It was one of several attempts at expanding 
the audience for this medium during the modern era, an expansion that was usually 
directed quite strictly by authorities and institutions in cooperation with book printers 
and traders. In this particular case study, the publishing policy of the Archiepiscopal 
Printworks of Milan reveals an interaction between the Archbishop’s political designs 
and the action of market forces, which together regulated the printworks’ management. 
Moreover, powerful financial backing made it possible to explore (and even to change) 
the borders of this market, thus having an editorial and cultural effect that went far 
beyond the Archbishop’s original intentions.

La stamperia della famiglia Da Ponte rappresentò un punto di riferimento nel panorama 
editoriale milanese del tardo Cinquecento: non solo era l’officina più antica della città, ma 
la famiglia poteva contare anche sui titoli di «Stampatore Camerale» e «Arcivescovile». 
Da una parte gli stampatori si muovevano sul mercato, in un periodo in cui la carta stam-
pata stava rapidamente allargando il suo bacino d’utenza, dall’altra erano oggetto delle 
attenzioni del Borromeo, che aveva individuato nella stampa un efficace mezzo per la sua 
opera pastorale. Tenendo ben presente questi due poli in tra cui i Da Ponte si mossero con 
acume, una rapida escursione nella loro vasta produzione ci permette di osservare le strat-
egie editoriali che gli stampatori misero in atto per trarre effettivamente vantaggio dalla 
loro collaborazione con le istituzioni (Città e Curia), e soprattutto ci permette di inquad-
rare le potenzialità che il medium stampa aveva, all’epoca, e che il cardinale poté usare per 
portare avanti una (per certi versi) politica culturale, la cui ampiezza si misura su quella 
del pubblico cui le pubblicazioni da lui promosse erano destinate.
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The prinTing press and The CounTer-reformaTion

The Reformation’s connection with the printing press is well known, and indeed, has 
become somewhat commonplace since the 19th century. We know, for example, that 
the press was used to disseminate Reformist propaganda and win over converts, and the 
literature about these pamphlets, or flugschriften, abounds1.

From the outset, the Reformists were aware of the importance of the press for achieving 
their goal. It was considered a powerful weapon, a “gift from God” to the German na-
tion in their fight against the evil pope. It comes as no surprise, therefore, that this topic 
has been extensively studied in Germany and, to a lesser extent, in England (maybe 
because there the “war of pamphlets” was fought during the Civil War that brought 
Cromwell to power, not during the “Glorious Revolution”).

Febvre-Martin’s L’apparition du livre 2 (1958) perhaps represents the starting-point for 
modern research into the “world of the book”, according to which the study of books 
is perceived as an opportunity to explore the “history of mentalities” (or the “history of 
ideas”, as it is known in Italy). But even before this work appeared, it was quite clear that 
the printing press represented a revolution in communication and thought, and under-
mined traditional society and its religion. Printed books could enter any household 
and foster a direct relationship between the believer and God, reducing the need for a 
Church, or at least for its hierarchy (thereby initiating the secularization process). 

In more recent times, the connection between the press and the Reformation has been 
analysed in more depth. In 1979, for example, Elizabeth Eisenstein3 redefined the in-
fluence that the appearance of the printing press had on the construction of the mod-
ern mindset; in a chapter entitled “The Scriptural Tradition Recast: resetting the stage 
for the Reformation”, she traced an unconventional profile of the effect of the printed 
press on the expansion of the new ideas. Gawthrop and Strauss4, on the other hand, 
put the Lutheran contribution to the literacy back in perspective. Gilmont5, for his 
part, defined the interaction between reading and the Reformation as “a circular game 
of mutual influences between societies and religions”; from the reader’s point of view, 
the effect of the printing press is related to the society (with its cultural background, its 
literacy, its social networks) and the social class to which the reader belongs.

Contrary to received wisdom, the press also had a notable impact in Counter-Reforma-
tion Europe. In fact, the classic opposition between a literate, dynamic, freedom-hun-
gry, modern Northern Europe and an illiterate, lazy, submissive, traditional South is 
very much a 19th-century perspective. And although there were clearly social, cultural 
and economic differences in the 19th and early 20th centuries between the Catholic 
world (Italy, Spain and Portugal; France needs to be treated separately) and the Prot-
estant one (England and Holland on one hand, Prussia and Scandinavian countries on 
the other) that seemed to confirm such a paradigm, it is no longer possible today to find 
such a clear-cut boundary between an underdeveloped Catholic South and a modern 
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Protestant North. A new idea of modernity has developed that is no longer based upon 
a linear notion of historical evolution; rather, this is a “modernity” that every European 
society has reached in different ways. Recently, the notion of “social disciplining”6 has 
been suggested as a cornerstone of state development, and from this perspective, the 
Catholic Church has been a protagonist in that historical process; even the conduct 
of the Tridentine Church has been considered as a “progressive” force, in some of its 
aspects7.

Though this may be a little excessive, historians have nevertheless rediscovered the 
Counter-Reformation, not as a dark era unworthy of investigation, but as a period to be 
explored like any other, during which state and church institutions attempted to mould 
society, in accordance with a plan and the circumstances of time and place8.

The press, the first mass medium in history, would naturally have been a very useful 
tool for this goal, but only for someone who was clever enough to recognise its poten-
tial, because it was a novelty, of course, and therefore unprecedented. For this reason, 
research into the ways in which ecclesiastical institutions used the press as a tool for the 
Catholic Reformation, or more generally, as an instrument of social discipline, offers a 
new perspective on this particular period.

Unfortunately, there are few studies that focus upon Milan, which was the core, or test-
ing-ground, of the Counter-Reformation. One interesting exception, however, is a col-
lective volume edited by Raponi and Turchini9, which provides useful insights into the 
“world of the book”. In it, Di Filippo describes aspects of Milanese editorial production 
that expressed the new cultural model, with particular attention to Archbishop Bor-
romeo’s publishing policy as part of his whole pastoral strategy; Stevens analyzes the 
institution of the Seminary Press, an (expensive) attempt by the Cardinal to establish a 
printworks under his complete (editorial and even jurisdictional) control; Zardin stud-
ies the “Tridentine turn” from the perspective of an inventory of books of St. Cather-
ine’s nuns; and Bottoni looks at Milanese confraternities, a relatively unexplored field. 
Elsewhere, Di Filippo has examined in more depth some of the uses Borromeo made 
of the press to pursue his Counter-Reformation plan in Milan, such as the project for a 
model library10, or the blueprint for this cultural project, which took shape in the form 
of his personal library11.

We should not be surprised at the lack of studies in this field: the ‘assertive’ aspect of the 
Counter-Reformation is somewhat novel, and quite opposed to its conventional ‘re-
pressive’ image. Throughout the 16th century, and after it, (Northern) Italy was a very 
important region for the geography of the book, and one of main events of that time, a 
watershed in the its history, the Counter-Reformation, cannot be studied without the 
contribution of the history of printing press. 

Unfortunately, the belated development of academic interest in the connection be-
tween the press and religious dynamics in Catholic countries (when compared to the 
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Germanic region, for example) has left us with few materials to work with. Some years 
ago, Ottavia Niccoli12 complained of the lack of research into the use of pamphlets 
and flyers for religious propaganda, and pointed out that there were few inventories or 
catalogues of such publications. In Germany, in contrast, these have been completely 
catalogued until 155513 – though of course, the whole phenomenon was scaled-down 
in Italy, in comparison to what took place in the German world.

Fortunately, modern instruments (i.e. computer networks) have helped us to make a 
start on such research, allowing us to prepare a catalogue, or at least a review, of the 
books we would like to examine. In fact, in recent years, the compilation of OPACs has 
made possible a kind of research that was unthinkable not so long ago. Now, with an In-
ternet connection, it is possible to gain access to national bibliographies and important 
library catalogues, and view publications whose very existence was unsuspected in the 
past. The British Library has, for several decades, made available short-title catalogues 
of its immense collections, and its example has, to some extent, been followed by other 
libraries, national and otherwise. But the operation has been limited to the largest (and 
richest) institutions. OPACs, on the other hand, allows us to view even small treasures 
kept in tiny provincial libraries. There are also instruments such as Edit1614 (the census 
of Italian Cinquecento publications), which complement these resources. The quanti-
tative methods applied to the history of the printing press have been criticised for pro-
ducing poor results, on the basis that the resources they offer provide only an outline 
or reconnaissance of the subject, without providing in-depth information, which still 
has to be investigated using qualitative methods. But although this argument still holds, 
their potential has been vastly increased thanks to the tools provided by the web.

Obviously there are some considerations of a different nature to be made here: in the 
first place, these tools are able to track down particular editions, and can provide de-
tailed data about their location and state of conservation, but they do not give exhaus-
tive information about quality, the weight of the paper, borders, the quality of the print 
and pictures, etc. (features that indicate whether it is a cheap or deluxe edition). Cata-
logues do not distinguish between an Aldine edition and a two-penny prognostic edi-
tion. So, while they are helpful for providing an overview, we have to be very careful 
about how we use them.

Another factor to be kept in consideration is that catalogues like SBN-ICCU collect 
data from the different libraries participating in the Institute’s project (Istituto centrale 
per il catalogo unico15); this can create discrepancies and sometimes diversity in the data, 
especially with regard to collections of pamphlets and heterogeneous publications, re-
arranged in different ways across the centuries. Thus, the data becomes less reliable as 
we move from books to flyers, sheets, pamphlets, reprints (authorized or not) and, in 
general, typographical operations that are not clearly delimited. In some cases, there 
may be different editions with the same title page; in others, instalments of the same 
edition may be bound differently (for example, with pictures interposed or paratext 



Books and Devotion in Milan 111

Early Modern

added); and of course, the catalogue does not say whether these operations were carried 
out by the publishers, book sellers, customers or librarians (which would be unlikely, 
as even before the development of scientific methods for book conservation, librarians 
were very careful in their handling of works).

Other disadvantages are the geographic, chronological and alphabetical constraints of 
the bibliographic tool. Geographically, there are other areas, besides well-known re-
gions such as Venice, that have been largely unexplored – Milan, for example. With 
regard to chronology, a lot of work has been done on the period up to the year 1600 
(Edit16 is just one example) but much more could be done. The problem is that, in 
Italy, there is an old prejudice16 that contrasts the glorious Renaissance era of the Cin-
quecento (16th century, the age of primacy in Europe) with the dark Baroque Seicento 
(17th century, the age of foreign domination), which is perceived as characterised by 
ecclesiastical censorship and Tridentine bigotry, unworthy of investigation. Even today, 
we have to rely on the old (but still good) works by Sandal17, limited to the 16th centu-
ry. ‘Alphabetical’ constraints concern an important genre of works, namely dictionaries, 
such as the Dizionario biografico degli italiani18 [Biographical Dictionary of Italians] or 
the Dizionario dei tipografi e degli editori italiani19 [Dictionary of Italian Printers and 
Publishers]. They are both still a long way from completion.

The prinTing press in milan: preliminary noTes

The printing press was introduced into Milan in 1469 by Panfilo Castaldi and Anto-
nio Zarotto – Italian men, as Italian scholars have proudly boasted for many decades 
(although this is not the place to discuss what it meant to be “Italian” in the 15th or 
16th centuries). In any case, there were many foreign master printers in Milan, of whom 
the Flemish Gottardo Da Ponte, the Bavarian Scinzenzeller and the Da Meda brothers 
from Alsace were the most successful. The crucial year for the printing press (and not 
only that) was 1524. The French army occupied the city, the plague ran rife, and no 
books were published. After this “sinking” (as Sandal called it20), all printworks except 
Da Ponte’s went bankrupt.

Milan was then the second biggest city in Italy, after Naples. In the following decades, 
the press industry recovered, slowly but surely, in particular circumstances. In Milan 
there was a great uncertainty about the future, on the political and diplomatic level: a 
‘lame-duck’ duke (Francesco II Sforza) ruled a duchy that had been seriously affected 
by the recent wars, and was still embroiled in the Habsburg-Valois conflict. Moreover, 
across Europe as a whole, Castile was becoming increasingly powerful in Charles V’s 
Empire and, by the late 1540s, it was clear that the State of Milan would become part of 
the Spanish monarchy. As a result, there was no court in Milan when the press collapsed 
(neither was there a University – that was in Pavia) and it had to rely on its own efforts 
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to recover. Court patronage was very important in this pioneering era, and the Sforza 
court had encouraged the development of the printing press in previous years. 

Thereafter, Milan was ruled by a wave of successive governments that were very hetero-
geneous. Alfonso D’Avalos (1538-1546) and Ferrante Gonzaga (1546-1554) were the 
only governors that tried to rebuild a court in Milan, and although their attempts were 
very dissimilar, they managed to encourage a kind of small-scale cultural renaissance 
that fed a printing press that would otherwise have stagnated. In any case, these were 
mere episodes which, in many respects, were not followed up. The Milanese printing 
press gained a provincial dimension, and – for the most ambitious enterprises – had to 
count on some kind of patronage. In the second half of the 16th century, book produc-
tion in Milan flourished, with the financial backing of booksellers/publishers like Mat-
teo Besozzi and the powerful Degli Antoni family21, and the patronage of the Chamber 
and the Archbishop.

religious books in iTalian

Publications aimed at a broad undifferentiated public had, of course, to be written in 
the vernacular (though scholars disagree about the extent to which the public at large 
could actually understand books22). Grossly simplifying, we might say that on the one 
hand, there were books published that aimed at a particular readership (such as no-
blemen, priests, nuns, “popular readers”23, etc.), while on the other, there was a grow-
ing market for editions that targeted an undifferentiated public and were potentially 
comprehensible for almost any level of urban society. In the midst of all this, we find 
the publishers trying to expand the market for their books, popularising highbrow lit-
erature, inventing formats that would appeal to large numbers of people, or simply by 
selling through cheap channels, such as the ‘colporteurs’, or hawkers. Publishers, book-
sellers and printers were inventing the market for the books and goods.

In truth, the publishers had no real idea of the potential of the markets they were pro-
ducing for, as the whole concept was still a novelty, especially for the lower classes. 
It was a novelty of the Cinquecento (in Milan from 1525): books released from the 
printing presses were designed to appeal to as broad a public as possible. Across Eu-
rope, the first generation of printers fervently reproduced the classics (all the books 
that had previously circulated as manuscripts) with remarkable speed and accuracy. For, 
although knowledge was now being transmitted in a different way, it was still the same 
knowledge. This meant that the market soon reached saturation point. By the end of 
the 15th century, enough classics had been published to last for several decades, and, as 
result, the first generation of printers quickly went bankrupt. Consequently, the follow-
ing generations used the press to produce new material – a wide range of printed books 
and pamphlets that were novelties compared to the great manuscript classics. These 
included works by contemporary authors, novelties, newspapers, instant-books, cheap 
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pamphlets, etc. The success of these publications was largely due to their broad appeal, 
aiming at a public that was as large and undifferentiated as possible. In short, even with 
the limited print runs and a relatively small market, a ‘mass’ public was gradually being 
created. These were the very first steps towards the development of the press as a mass 
medium, a path that started, in Milan, towards the middle of the 16th century and 
lasted for some two hundred years.

Milan, in the 16th century, was a small publishing centre, which produced for a re-
gional market, while nevertheless interacting with a larger European-wide market such 
as Venice’s. High literacy rates, a prosperous economy, and good district integration, 
created a fertile ground for the circulation of books: indeed, the growth of the printing 
industry after 1524 tended to favour new texts, forms of “written communication that 
were ephemeral and up-to-date in character”, rather than “texts designed to transmi-
tan established and long-lasting message”24. The focus on “new” texts as opposed to 
“established” ones did not mean that there was a huge market instead of a restricted 
one; rather, they indicated a market with potential still to be exploited, a market whose 
numbers were slowly but surely growing throughout the whole of the second half of the 
16th century.

Religious publications offer an interesting perspective on the quality of such growth. 
On the one hand, there were Latin editions addressed mostly to the clergy or to a spe-
cialized public; on the other hand, there were other texts in Italian (catechisms, de-
votional books, sermons, etc.) designed for a less-defined public. The Archiepiscopal 
Printworks provides an even more specific point of view, because the books published 
there revealed Cardinal Borromeo’s desire to reform the church; from many points of 
view this was not just a matter of publishing “regular” religious literature, it was also an 
early attempt at cultural politics.

After this brief overview, let us now move on to look at some of the Italian publications 
produced by the Archiepiscopal Printworks. As it is impossible to cover the topic ex-
haustively in few pages, I will merely indicate the most interesting material, and the rest 
will have to await further study.

The da ponTe family

The Da Ponte family was one of the most important families of printers/publishers 
in Milan between the 16th and early 17th centuries. It was the only one that survived 
the 1524 crisis, and from its presses was released what is considered the most beautiful 
printed book from Renaissance Milan – Vitruvius’ De Architectura25, a book of rare 
beauty, which was a great test of the printers’ skill.

The firm was owned by Gottardo Da Ponte, who died in 1552, and then, for few years, 
by his nephew, Pietro Paolo. Not only was it the oldest printing works in Milan, it 
was also one of the most important, and the family became a reference point for State 



Massimo Petta114

and Church, obtaining and keeping the privileges of the Chamber and Archiepiscopal 
Printers. Shortly after the death of Pietro Paolo, in 1559 his four sons divided up his 
legacy, and three (we have no information about Giacomo Paolo) started careers in 
the field, sometimes separately though often intersecting. Giovanni Battista, the eld-
est, “brought about a transformation in the history of the family business, putting it at 
the service of power”26; he won the privilege of Municipal Printer until 1581 (when he 
died27), to be succeeded by his brother, Paolo Gottardo. The Archiepiscopal privilege 
was also obtained by Giovanni Battista in 1565, and in around 1570 transferred to 
Pacifico, the youngest brother.

As regards partnerships, documents have been found that suggest that Pacifico and 
Paolo Gottardo entered into at least three business partnerships, in 1578, 1585 and 
1590. Leonardo, the son of Giovanni Battista, worked with his uncle Paolo Gottardo 
for 1582-93 and then in 1596-97 moved to Vercelli. The title pages of the books also 
state that “Giovanni Battista and his brothers” worked together between 1554 and 
1573, with a peak in 1566-67; in 1568, we find only Giovanni Battista and Paolo Got-
tardo, while Pacifico, upon achieving maturity, chose not to work with his elder brother 
Giovanni Battista, and waited until he was close to death (1578) to restore relations. 
Meanwhile, around 1570, Pacifico obtained the title of Archiepiscopal Printer, which 
marked the beginning of his rise to become the most influential printer of the largest 
archdiocese in Italy, Milan.

The relations between the siblings, their rivalry, quarrels and truces are described in an 
interesting article by K. Stevens, which explores the area between the “personal” and 
the “professional”, while at the same time providing a wealth of information about the 
management of the printworks28. The powerful sibling rivalry, while shaping the busi-
ness, does not seem to have damaged it. Their publications suggest that a “principle 
of complementarity” was at work, for the various collaborations between the siblings, 
whether temporary or long-lasting, and whether or not they resulted from disputes, 
clearly demonstrate an impulse to put the family business first and ensure that it was 
well run at all times.

Giovanni Battista and then his brother Pacifico were Archiepiscopal Printers, and the 
former was a Chamber printer too. He was succeeded by his son Leonardo, who re-
newed the privilege in 1593 and later achieved the title of Episcopal Printer in Vercelli 
(suffragan diocese of Milan). Paolo Gottardo was also a Municipal Printer, who worked 
with his nephew Leonardo and brother Pacifico. It is clear that the family’s overall strat-
egy was to take advantage of their complementary skills to share and monopolize the 
‘official press’ market, in a period when patronage was important to stimulate business, 
in order to rise from small craftsman to a merchant-like status29.

If we take a closer look, we notice some more specific collaborations that are particu-
larly interesting. In 1573, when the Archiepiscopal Printer was supposed to be Pacifico, 
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“Giovanni Battista and brothers” published the Instruttione generale [“General Instruc-
tion”] by appointment to the Archbishop; the following year Paolo Gottardo published 
for the archdiocese, and in 1575 it was Pacifico who printed a bill for a magistrate of 
the city. In 1576, there was an outbreak of plague, and the city authorities made great 
efforts to contain its terrible effects: thus, there was a spate of publications of edicts, 
orders, bans and so on. Probably because of this sudden amount of work, Giovanni 
Battista was helped by his brother Pacifico, who printed some 15 notices.

Another area of interest was the printing of rules and instructions for the Orders and 
Confraternities. Of course, these should be dealt with separately, but as I am concerned 
with Italian books, it seems appropriate to consider them together; the rules for the 
Orders were normally published in Latin (16 titles were printed by Pacifico), which 
suggests that the Italian titles were addressed to a wider public, also including laymen. 
The reorganization of the Confraternities was a central feature of Borromeo’s reform-
ist policies30, as they formed the very core of lay devotion and were considered by him 
as an instrument of religious renewal. Thus, new rules were imposed under his strict 
control, and the printing was undertaken, not only by the official printer, Pacifico (who 
published 12 titles), but also by Paolo Gottardo (3 titles); there was also one published 
by them both together.

While Pacifico Da Ponte’s degree of specialization is remarkable (Baldacchini says that 
his business revealed a distinctly “Tridentine” inclination31), there was no monopoly 
over the publishing of religious books. Clearly, Pacifico was not the only one in Milan 
publishing religious works; but as he was the Archiepiscopal Printer in the family, we 
might have expected a more thorough control of this area. Instead, we find collabora-
tion between brothers, as may be exemplified in the following account.

In 1584 Paolo Gottardo published the Historia del glorioso martirio32 by William Allen, 
a reprint of the Macerata edition of the previous year (there were a total of 4 editions 
across the whole peninsula). It was not a large book (200 pages in octavo) but was ex-
acting work, which targeted a new and rapidly expanding market that was keen to get 
up-to-date news33. This book was attractive on many counts: it satisfied the growing 
demand for news (and news that had come from afar was even more highly valued), 
for ‘political’ information (it was concerned with the attempt to bring England back 
to the Catholic fold), and it was ‘pious’ too, as it told an edifying story of martyrs. But 
it was an oversized publication compared to the average news editions (which would 
normally occupy one or two printed sheets, folded two or three times to give 8-32 pages 
in quarto or in octavo). From the editorial point of view, it was a successful attempt, as 
Pacifico, the following year, published a work that was, in publishing terms, not so dif-
ferent: Lettera annale delle cose del Giapone34 [“Annual Letter on Affairs in Japan”], 120 
pages in octavo. This too combined information from even more exotic places with an 
account on the progress of the “true faith” and a detailed description of the martyrdom 
of five members of the Company of Jesus35. Pacifico took advantage of his position as 



Massimo Petta116

Episcopal Printer to establish connections with the Jesuits in order to gain access to 
these materials (this particular work was obviously Jesuit correspondence)36. He also 
took advantage of his brother’s experience to publish it in that format. This operation 
was very successful (further stimulated by a visit of a delegation of five Japanese men to 
Milan in 1585), and was repeated in following years37. After the death of Pacifico, his 
heirs and followers published 6 volumes of news from the Far East, as did many other 
Milanese printers (11 editions).

The Da Ponte family worked in a coordinated way, although Cardinal Borromeo at-
tempted to exert direct control over the press, in order to pursue his pastoral goals. 
In fact, he invested a considerable amount of money in setting up a new enterprise, 
the Tipografia del Seminario [Seminary Press], assigned to Michele Tini, a printworks 
where the Archbishop was not only the sole client (the City, too, was a client of Da 
Ponte family), but which was also removed from civil jurisdiction (this attempt was 
promptly curbed by Governor Ayamonte38). Perhaps, then, the Da Ponte family’s hold 
over their business was really one of the reasons why Borromeo invested in a new print-
works, as suggested by Di Filippo39.

Let us now turn now to the specific production of Pacifico Da Ponte, the Archiepis-
copal Printer, between the years 1572-1594. I will present this as a chronology of his 
publishing career, starting from his appointment as official printer (he was actually ap-
pointed c.1570, but he did not published Italian books until 1572). It does not end 
with the death of the Cardinal, but some years later, with the death of Pacifico him-
self, so as to show how the editorial dynamics did not end at the change of episcopate. 
Nevertheless, the range covers most of Borromeo’s episcopate (he entered Milan on 23 
September 1565 and died on 3 November 1584).

Between 1572 and 1590, Pacifico published 136 books in Italian (and another six only 
partially in the vernacular), 80 of which were on religious topics. Most of these (45) 
were in quarto, which was a versatile format for books that were not very demanding, 
and had on average 59 pages. In fact, all editions but one are in tiny format: the larger 
one (Benedetti’s work40) is the result of a collaboration between the brothers, as it deals 
with the affairs of the Republic of Genoa, like six other publications (4 by Paolo Got-
tardo, 2 by Giovanni Battista). Other commonly-used formats were in octavo (30 edi-
tions) and in duodecimo (26); these were quite similar in Pacifico’s production, though 
the latter (which is a bit smaller) generally has more pages (an average of 102 instead 
of 59).

If we examine the list of titles, their pages and format, we can see that over half of Pa-
cifico’s output was published in quarto. These were manageable books, which were not 
expensive; but neither were they handy, and most would probably have been intended 
for thorough reading. They were published in a small size first to be cheap rather than 
for convenience or ease of handling. This was what happened with Regole della con-
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fraternita del ss. Sacramento in Duomo [Rules of the Blessed Sacrament in Duomo41]; 
Regola della compagnia delle vergini: [The Rule of the Company of Virgins42], “Regola 
generale”43 [General rules] and Interrogatorio della dottrina Christiana44 [Interrogation 
on Christian Doctrine]. It was also the case with some publications in duodecimo, such 
as Avvertenze a ciascun curato [Instructions to any Priest45]. These books were not sup-
posed to be brought and read anywhere, as a pocket book might be, but they were cheap 
and could be afforded by most of the clergy they were aimed at46. Their small size also 
meant that they could be lent or borrowed: Cardinal Borromeo’s librarian complained 
of the custom of lending too many books, as it was quite impossible to manage them 
properly, and a great many got lost. Not all the small books were designed for circula-
tion, however: we could reasonably assume that the Regole della compagnia [Rules of 
the Company] of Ursulines was supposed to remain in the convent, even if was pub-
lished in duodecimo.

Therefore, amongst Pacifico’s production, there are many medium-to-small formats for 
economic reasons (i.e. to be cheap). In fact, only 14 out of 136 editions have any kind of 
imagery, and his formats were also smaller than his brothers’, on average. If we consider 
the production of the whole family, most of it is in quarto – four times the amount of 
what is in octavo and in duodecimo together (in terms of the number of print sheets).

Pacifico’s Italian editions were extremely cheap, which would have been a marketing de-
cision, given that the market was still modest, in terms of size, and it was not easy to find 
a niche in it. In short, printers required some degree of circumspection (and indeed, 
would typically have had some kind of financial backing in Milan at that time47). This 
situation suited Borromeo’s needs. He made huge investments in publishing, choosing 
not to sponsor Italian deluxe editions, but rather stimulating large circulation of “good” 
books: he was interested in sponsorship of quite cheap books. Pacifico, for his part, 
found it convenient to produce just this sort of book in a market like Milan. Hence, the 
Cardinal, in pursuing his pastoral goals, found that his intentions coincided with the 
publisher’s, as they aimed for as broad a public as possible, thereby contributing to the 
early phase of the development of a ‘mass’ medium.

In order to understand this agreement, we should quickly look back over Pacifico’s 
career. In the years 1565-67, the brothers worked together, and their production in 
Italian is quite clearly defined. Only a few editions are on religious topics (La Vita di 
Santa Radegonda, 156648; Vallisneri, 156749), compared to the abundant normative 
production (Borromeo’s ‘greeting card’: Ordini [Orders], 1565; Ordini for the recently 
founded Confraternita di Carità, 1566; Regola, 1567).

In 1567-68, Pacifico start to work alone, and Giovanni Battista published just two Ital-
ian books for the clergy: Sommario delle grandi gratie [Summary of the Great Graces] 
(1576) and, for the archdiocese, Forma et instruttione per le quarantene [Form and In-
structions for Quarantine] (1579). Pacifico’s own production reveals a different edito-
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rial mindset. For, although Latin production outnumbered the Italian, the latter in-
cluded, apart from Regole [Rules] and Avvertenze [Notices], books such as Bartolomeo 
Scalvo’s Le meditazioni del Rosario50 (1569), which was a translation of the Latin book 
published the same year. This edition reveals the publisher’s early intention to reach a 
wider public, a tendency which is confirmed by the use of small formats with few pages 
for the Italian editions, whether religious or not (82 pages on average for the 1572-
1594 editions, only eight of which have more than 200 pages).

We find this same attitude with regard to books on religious topics, too. Of some 60 
Italian editions printed between 1572-1594, half were aimed at, or could have been 
appreciated by, a general public; half were printed in quarto, half in duodecimo (with 
only a few editions in octavo and only one in 24º). They were all small books, and apart 
from 4 editions that have more than 200 pages (all in duodecimo), they have an average 
of 40 pages.

In this group, the list of authors is interesting. They include Iacopo Sannazaro51, a 
Neapolitan humanist; Giulio Cesare Albicante52 and Bonaventura da Bagnoregio (3 
titles53); and above all, Cardinal Borromeo himself (3 titles54) and his collaborators and 
acquaintances, Botero55, Loarte56 (3), Panigarola57. There is a work in three parts58, the 
first part of which is by Borromeo, the second a partial reprint of a work by Loarte, 
and the last by Bascapé (a collaborator of the Cardinal, who later became Bishop of 
Vercelli).

This is a good ‘mix’ of literature, (Medieval) philosophy and contemporary treatises, 
produced or ‘published’ by the Cardinal’s office. Everything is in an affordable format, 
and (particularly with the works of Bonaventura) designed for wider circulation. All 
the works by the Archbishop himself are explicitly addressed (in the title) to “his peo-
ple” (al suo popolo).

If we categorise the works by topic, we get a good idea of the kind of material that was 
on offer to the flock:

- Pastoral letters and “instructions”: 3 works by Borromeo himself (two in 1574, one 
in ‘75); one by Braschini (’72); two by Loarte (’75, ’76), and a miscellany for the ju-
bilee;

- “Treatise writing” at a higher level: 3 works by Bonaventura (though one is very 
short); one in three volumes by the Jesuit Androzzi; one in five by Uberto Cipriani, 
an inquisitor; and one by Caneparo, who also translated one of the works by Bon-
aventura; 

- “Works for mystical meditation”: one by Loarte, one by Biondi, one by D’Arabia; 

- A work by the humanist, Sannazaro;

- One hagiography, the life of St. Eusebius, bishop of Vercelli, by Bonomi;
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- A group of heterogeneous works: a collection of songs; a “guide” to the jubilee (ad-
dressed to a public wider beyond the mere clergy, for which there are many others); a 
collection of “reasonings by saints”;

- Booklets printed for a specific occasion, that were not exactly religious literature, but 
rather transmitted ‘pious information’ that would help mould the figure of the good 
Christian: a congratulation by the Bishop of Cremona (Niccolò Sfrondati, future 
Pope Gregory XIV) for the extinction of the plague; an account of the canonization 
of Diego of Alcalà59; three works (by Botero, Tarugi and Santi) on the occasion of the 
death of Borromeo.

Botero’s work giving an account of the Archbishop’s last days was printed by many dif-
ferent Milanese printers and publishers at the same time (it was very easily sold) a few 
days after the Cardinal’s death. There was no need for any press to spread the news 
of the death of Borromeo in Milan, so this edition is considered a celebratory, rather 
than informative, work. Aside from the debatable differences between these genres, this 
booklet raises an important issue that was beginning to make its mark in the late 16th 
century – namely the appearance of news (which of course had traditionally been cir-
culated orally) in printed form. Now news began to have an author and could be bet-
ter controlled60. “The Miracles in Sicily” (1576) can perhaps be considered as religious 
news, like the accounts from Japan mentioned above (although they were published in 
a different format, and are therefore not exactly assimilable).

As I have already mentioned, this is not exactly a study of the Archiepiscopal Print-
works in late 16th century, but rather a seed for further research. Different approaches 
may be taken to the subject. Firstly, there is the publisher’s point of view, focusing upon 
the situation of the market and the business, both from an internal perspective (family 
strategy) and an external one (the firm’s niche in the market). Then there is the point 
of view of the patron – for even if a historical character like Borromeo and his pastoral 
strategy are very well known, his actions in the field of publishing are still worthy of 
investigation. He was, on the one hand, able to operate within the limits of the market 
and social framework (as defined by the extent of literacy); on the other, he had enough 
power to manipulate those limits. Indeed, he was able to shape directly Da Ponte’s pro-
duction, and, indirectly, all Milanese production as well, not to mention his efforts 
reorganize schools and extend literacy. In any case, the production of cheap Italian lit-
erature provided an incentive to literacy; for an abundance of written (printed) texts 
is one of the conditions for high literacy rates. Of course, these efforts were all in the 
interests of a pastoral goal, so their effect on literacy could only be indirect. The many 
Italian editions of “rules” illustrate the situation well: these were Italian texts for a larg-
er-than-average public; on the other hand, the texts were compiled with the purpose of 
affirming new rules, rather than increasing the average cultural level. In this field, the 
desire to reorganize the archdiocese coincided with the need for a greater circulation of 
texts, the boundaries of which were set by the (mobile) limits of literacy.
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cifico Pontio, 1585; pp. 52, in 4°.
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44 Milano (Arcidiocesi), Interrogatorio della dottrina christiana. Visto, et corretto per ordine dell’illustriss. 
... cardinal Borromeo ... in essecutione del concilio prouinciale dell’anno MDLXIX. In Milano: appresso 
Pacifico Pontio, ad instanza di Matteo Besozzo, 1575; pp. 36, in 8°.

45 Milano (Arcidiocesi), Auuertenze a ciascun curato per fare i libri del stato delle sue anime. In Milano, 
appresso Pacifico Pontio, impressore dell’illustriss. et reurer. cardinal Borromeo arciuescouo, 1574. pp. 
12, in 12°.

46 The First Provincial Council of 1565 also decreed that it was compulsory for the clergy to have certain 
books (though not many). See C. Di Filippo, La biblioteca di san Carlo cit.

47 K. Stevens, Liturgical Publishing in mid-Sixteenth-century Milan: The Contracts for Breviarium Humili-
atorum (1548) and Breviarium Ambrosianum (1557), in “la Bibliofilia”, 1997, 99, pp. 111-134. 

48 Antonino (santo), Vita di santa Radegonda reina di Francia, nuouamente tradotta dalla latina in uolgar 
lingua per il reuerendo don Angelo Ongarello da Ferrara, et estratta dalle Croniche di s. Antonio arciue-
scouo di Fiorenza. In Milano, dalla stampa di Gio. Battista de’ Ponte, & fratelli alla Douana, 1566; pp. 
104, in 8°.

49 A. M. Vallisneri, Lettioni venti sopra gli alti, et ineffabili misteri della Messa, in publico lette nella Chiesa 
di San Giouanni à Conca,da fr.te Alberto Maria Valesnieri da Ferrara Carmelita osseruante. Date in luce 
ad instanza delli auditori. In Milano, appresso di Gio. Battista et fratelli de’ Ponte à la Douana, 1567; 
pp. 400, in 8°.

50 B. Scalvo, Le meditationi del rosario della gloriosissima Maria Vergine. Nelle quali si contengono li piu 
segnalati mysterij della vita d’essa beatissima madre, et del suo unigenito figliuolo Giesu Christo; della acer-
bissima passione; della gloriosa resurretione, et ascensione sua in cielo; con altre contemplationi consolatorie 
d’ogni anima christiana. In Milano, appresso Pacifico Pontio, 1569; pp. 184, in 4°.

51 I. Sannazzaro, Lamento di Christo ... tradotto da ... Antonio de gli Actij Gallarato, in Milano: per Pacifico 
Pontio, 1572; pp. 16, in-8°.

52 G. C. Albicante, Trattato della mansuetudine di Giesu Christo ... di don Giulio Cesare da Milano monaco 
di Montoliveto, in Milano: per Pacifico Pontio, 1589, pp. 78 in-4°.

53 Bonaventura da Bagnorea, Breue compendio del dottore serafico san Bonaventura della perfettione della 
vita spirituale, in Milano: appresso Pacifico Pontio, 1573, pp. 140 in-12°.
Bonaventura da Bagnorea, Compendio breue e incendio d’amore, ouer Regimento di conscientia, o per dir 
meglio, Fonte d’amore, In Milano: per Pacifico Pontio, 1572, pp. 40 in- 8°. 
Bonaventura da Bagnorea, Trattato del dottore serafico san Bonauentura, della preparatione del sacerdote 
per celebrar la messa, In Milano: appresso Pacifico Pontio, 1575, pp. 120, in-12°.

54 Carlo Borromeo, Lettera sopra l’Aduento. Scritta da monsignore ... arciuescouo di Milano al suo popolo, in 
Milano: per Pacifico Pontio, 1575, pp 20, in-12°.
Carlo Borromeo, Lettera sopra l’anno santo, scritta da monsignore illustrissimo il cardinal Borromeo ar-
ciuescouo di Milano al suo popolo, In Milano: per Pacifico Pontio, impressore di monsig. illustriss. cardi-
nal Borromeo arciuescouo, 1574, pp. 24, in-12°
Carlo Borromeo, Lettera sopra la settuagesima, scritta al suo popolo, In Milano: per Pacifico Pontio, 
1574, pp. 24, in-12°.

55 G. Botero, Lettera della morte dell’illustrissimo cardinale di Santa Prassede, in Milano: per Pacifico Pon-
tio, 1584; pp. 8, in-4°.

56 G. de Loarte, Alcuni rimedij generali contra tutti gli peccati, & altri particolari contra il peccato della 
biastema. Cauati dal trattato delli rimedij di tutte le tentationi, in Milano: appresso Pacifico Pontio 
impressore dell’illustriss. cardinale di S. Prassede, arciuescouo, 1576, pp. 36, in-12°
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G. de Loarte,, Instruttione et auuertimenti per meditare la Passione di Christo nostro Redentore. Con 
alcune meditationi intorno ad essa. In Milano: per Pacifico Pontio, 1575, pp. 240, in-12°.
G. de Loarte, Trattato delle sante peregrinationi, doue s’insegna il modo di farle con molto frutto spirituale, 
In Milano: per Pacifico Pontio, 1575, pp. 168, in-12°.
About Loarte’s editions in Milan, see C. Di Filippo, Libri e letture cit.

57 F. Panigarola, Oratione in morte e sopra il corpo dell’ill. Carlo Borromeo, in Milano: Pacifico Pontio, 
1585, pp. 24, in-4°.

58 Milano (Arcidiocesi), Instruttioni fatte, et raccolte d’ordine di mons. illustriss. cardinale di S. Prassede, 
arciuescouo, per il giubileo de l’anno santo, indulgenze, stationi, chiese, et altre diuotioni, di Milano. in 
Milano: appresso Pacifico Pontio, 1576; in-12°.

59 Santa Sede, Relatione della canonizatione di San Diego di Alcala di Henares, in Roma et ristampata in 
Milano: per Pacifico Pontio, 1588; pp.35 in-4°. Although it bears the typical title of news editions, 
(“relatione”), this work is notably thicker than usual for such editions (8-16 pages).

60 This topic has not received the attention it deserves. Nevertheless, Infelise, Prima dei giornali cit., is a 
very good starting point. See also Capra, Castronovo, Ricuperati, La stampa italiana cit. 
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