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2. HIS STUDIES: THE PRIMARY 
SCHOOL IN ROME  

AND THE ROMAN COLLEGE AT THE 
END OF THE XVIII CENTURY 

 
 

When Gaspar was six years old, 
Antonio Del Bufalo was concerned that 
Gaspar receive lessons together with the other 
children of the palace. These lessons were 
given by the teacher Vizzi, and later by a 
teacher whose name we do not know. When 
he was seven he began to go to the public 
school. 

It would be convenient now for us to 
take a general overview of schooling 
including basic, middle and superior levels in 
Rome at these times, in order to understand  
better the scholarly journey of Gaspar. 

The free “elemental schools” were 
limited to teaching lessons in a mechanical 
way: writing, the first basics of Latin, some 
easy exercises in arithmetic based on the 
abacus, with a small manual explaining this. 
The better known schools were under the 
direction of the religious orders and there 
were barely eight of them: San Panteleon; San 
Lorenzo in Borgo or “in the fish” [the fish 
market was there], San Nicola dei Cesarini, 
directed by the Escoapian Fathers; Santa 
Maria dei Monti; Trinidad dei Monti; Santa 
Maria in Montececelli; Santa Agatha in 
Trastevere, directed by the Doctrinarian 
Fathers; and San Salvador in Lauro, directed 
by the Brothers of Christian Schools. 

The lesson at the beginning was based 
on the alphabet, a small book also known as 
“Holy Cross”, because of the small cross 
placed on the first page which invited the 
student to make the sign of the cross saying: 
“Holy Cross, help me to learn.” 

The parochial schools, different from 
these others, were nine and were established 
for the poor districts. Although they were free, 

the children that frequented them were no 
more that 600. Near San Nicola on the Via 
Giulia there was also a nocturnal school for 
adults who were desirous of learning and had 
to work during the day. 

There were also some private schools 
directed by lay teachers, which lasted for a 
short time or for a longer time, and their 
quality varied.  

These schools, established in the 
various districts of Rome were called 
“regional” and they imparted a modest 
education. Some of them were in semi-lighted 
places, and were filled with children who 
from morning to afternoon breathed in vitiated 
and foul-smelling air and often they looked 
like prisons, in which there were not missing 
the use of the whip, the slap of the ruler and 
the pulling of ears.   

Children remained in these basic 
schools two or three years - the time necessary 
to learn how to write - especially in some 
schools it was with many errors -  and to read 
- with even more errors. They learned like 
parrots the “Small Doctrine”. In other words, 
the catechism of Bellarmino. This teaching, as 
we said, was imparted by lay teachers aided, 
when necessary, by additional teachers. 

 
From the basic schools you could 

advance to the superior courses, and of course 
to “wisdom” by way of the following 
curriculum: “Least” (the study of Janus and a 
summary of Sacred History in Latin); 
“Lower” (lesser grammar, and a summary of 
Roman history in Latin; very highly were 
considered the fables of Fedro); “Middle” 
(lower grammar, Cornelius and Caesar); 
“Highest” (higher grammar and the reading of 
Aeneid of Virgil); “Humanities” (letters and 
orations of Cicero, the Metamorphosis of 
Ovid and selections of Tibullo, Latin metrics, 
and exercises in Italian, and versification); 
“Rhetoric” (Horace, Tibullo, composition in 
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Italian and Latin); “Philosophy” (which lasted 
three years in which teachers and students 
express themselves in Latin; plus the study of 
Logic, Algebra, Geometry and Physics). At 
the end of the course the student tried for the 
Bachelor degree, which was indispensable for 
entering the University, or the Arch-
gymnasium Romanum on the plaza of San 
Eustaquio, or also the university courses of 
the Roman College, also known as the 
“Gregorian University”.  

The Roman College - “Collegio 
Romanum”: a name of great fame which 
demands that we stop for a while, in order to 
speak of one of the most famous schools in 
Europe 

If we were to stand today in front of 
the august facade of Ammannati, we would 
think that in the years of 1500's they made 
things grand, especially when thinking of 
superior schools; but we are deceiving 
ourselves; its origin was much more modest. 

On 22 February 1551 the travelers on 
the street that passes at the foot of the 
Campidolio would see a sign over a modest 
door which said: “School of Gramamar, 
Humanities and Christian Doctrine free.” The 
house would belong to the misters Aquilani 
that had been rented by the “Reformed Priests 
of Santa Maria della Strada”, that is to say, 
Ignatius de Loyola and his brother Jesuits. 

There appeared on the sign two 
syllables that caught one’s eye; on it you 
could read the word “free”. When have you 
seen - though the Romans are accustomed to 
putting a price on everything - that children 
could learn grammar and “humanities” 
without their fathers paying for it? 

It was a novelty that called one’s 
attention and you did not have to wait very 
long for the consequences. 

In the Rome of the XVI century the 
children were “little angels”; and here you 
would find a good number of these little 

“angels” accompanied by their smiling 
parents; they would knock on the door and be 
received in formal cordiality. Any one of 
these fathers and mothers would think, since 
the teaching was free, that it was by the 
goodness of God and they would have to be 
most  pleased with whatever they were taught; 
but what would the parent do if they really 
knew what was going to happen? Behind the 
door was a group of very capable teachers, 
whose leader was the Frenchman Juan 
Pelletier, and he was waiting for the new 
students; and when these kids entered into 
their classrooms, they began to speak to them 
in Latin, Greek and Hebrew and to get a good 
education. And the teaching soon had the 
character of a “Liceo”, that is, a middle, 
superior school, as we would call it today. 

The parents and the public of the city 
did not delay in becoming aware of how 
things were and they remained fascinated 
more than ever. Soon the house of the misters 
Aquilani was too small and it was necessary 
to move to a bigger building, to the property 
of Mario Capocci, a noble gentleman, on the 
street that goes from the plaza of the Altieri to 
that of Minerva. 

Thus it seems, as a result of a very 
rigorous historical investigation, this is the 
origin of one of the most illustrious and 
strictest schools in Europe, whose prestige 
kept growing down through the ages to reach 
grandeur: the Roman College. The actual 
building was built according to the design of 
Bartolome Ammannti, under the pontificate of 
Gregory XIII. 

We must say that this was not the first 
school opened by the Jesuits. The mission of 
the Company of Jesus as an Order is so ample 
and was so debated that it would be 
impossible even to sketch it here. 

 
In 1773 Pope Clement XIV could no 

longer sustain or resist the political pressure 
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against the Company, which was coming from 
different States in Europe, and he chose to 
suppress the Company of Jesus, issuing a bull 
which was published that same year and 
entered into force immediately.  

Also, with the Jesuits leaving, the 
Roman College would have to remain closed; 
 this would cause grave damage to education 
and at the same time there was a problem with 
the teaching in the great Roman Seminary. So 
Clement XIV named a commission made up 
of Cardinals Mareforchi, Andrew Corsini, 
Francis Xavier De Zelada, Antonio Casali and 
Francis Carafa De Trajecto, with the secretary 
being Monsignor Macedonio, and the advisor, 
Monsignor Alfani. 

Cardinal De Zelada was named the 
Prefect of Studies, and he remained in that 
office the rest of his life, that is, until 1801. 

A new problem presented itself in a 
twofold form: on the one hand it was 
necessary to replace the Jesuits with other 
teachers more or less of the same category, 
and on the other hand it was necessary to 
adapt the plan of studies to the new demands 
that had evolved with time. 

Practically speaking, the job of 
developing a new plan of studies fell on the 
shoulders of Monsignor Alfani, who, although 
there were problems with slowness and 
uncertainties due to the absence of Cardinal 
De Zelada, who did not return to Rome until 
the 15 of October, yet he started the plan. 
Alfani could not complete the reform as 
drawn up because on his desk there was a 
mountain of requests from those who wanted 
to be apply for the positions left open by the 
Jesuits; tired and without strength he was 
drowning in the letters from Monsignor 
Macedonio and he said: “In the midst of a 
thousand doctors, I have come to be the cruel 
Scannabue.1 

                                                 
1  Read about Monsignor Alfani and his work 

In the plan of studies developed by 
Monsignor Alfani, which was adopted later 
with some modifications, we find these 
general criteria: 

1. To start assiduously with the youth 
in their studies and in preparation for their 
cultural life. It is really surprising to see the 
advanced development realized at that time, in 
the “limits” set for the acquisition of 
philological notions during the “basic 
courses”, both those before the Roman 
College, as those of the same Roman College. 

2. The essential spirit and particular 
structure of the teaching was geared to the 
preparation of priests. 

3. There was a difference in the 
teaching practiced by the Jesuits before 1773 
and this kind of teaching. Before 1773 you 
had to take into account the quality of the 
students; they were mainly taken from the 
Roman aristocratic families, who were 
interested in humanistic problems more than 
scientific problems or cultural theology. With 
the curriculum of Alfani more emphasis was 
given to the strictly theological part, but at the 
same time to algebra, geometry and sciences 
in general.   

 
4. Great was the development of the 

memory studies (mnemonics): to learn by 
memory the four Gospels, the Psalms and in 
later years the poetic art of Horace, whose 
precepts were developed by the teacher, 
adapting them to the better passages of 
Cicero, the “Institutions” of Quintilian and the 
‘The Treatment of the Sublime” of Longino, 
the “Poems” of Aristotle and other modern 
works on the same material. 

5. The renovation of the criteria for the 
study of Philosophy (Logic). 
                                                                         
in a book by G. Galuzzi, “Piano di Universitá del 
Colegio Romano 1773". It is a contribution to the 
history of the Roman College of the XVIII Century, 
“Miscellanea Lateranense”, Rome, 1974. P. 607 ff. 
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6. The notable increase that was given 
to the study of Astronomy, studying the 
teachings of the famous Calandrali, one of the 
professors of major renown of the Roman 
College of this period. 

Such was the projected reform in 1773 
by Monsignor Alfani, retouched and modified 
by the commission of Cardinals. But, in 
practice, it was not easy to modify 
substantially a school structure so solid, 
proven by the experience of years, as that 
established by the Jesuits. In the end, this, in 
all of its majesty and workings, won over all 
the novelties. 

To this must be added another reason: 
Clement XIV and the Commission of 
Cardinals were not interested in breaking up 
the teaching methods of the Jesuits, which 
was so necessary to the youths of Rome. But 
to keep the school open, professors were 
needed. There certainly was no lack of 
candidates, as we have seen: the desk of 
Monsignor Alfani was covered with 
applications. But you need more than 
applicants; it is also necessary to be able to 
have experienced and good teachers, and 
these you cannot invent. Where do you find 
them? The only sure place was from the 
former Company of Jesus; many of them were 
scattered in many places, but there were some 
that were waiting to teach again. Some of 
these returned to their old positions, which 
means that the school returned to the old 
methods of the Jesuits. 

In summary, here and there, there were 
changes of teachers, but the change of the 
system of studies was much more modest than 
that expected by those anxious to see 
novelties.   

In the Roman College the daily 
schedule of classes and the distribution of 
rooms among the different levels of students 
remained more or less the same as before 
1773. The class rooms on the first floor were 

for the middle lower classes. After the ringing 
of the bell of the Roman College, at eight 
o’clock in the morning - which was a wake up 
call in the schools of Rome - the student had 
only a quarter of an hour to enter - called the 
‘Entrance Time”2; after this, the doors were 
closed and those who arrived after this had to 
justify their late arrival and pay with 
extraordinary work. If it happened again, they 
were simply sent home. 

In this way the opening of school 
lasted, more or less, for a half hour. This is to 
say that the dedicated students got there on 
time, but the lazy ones could be discovered 
right from the beginning. 

The half hour of arrival was utilized 
because meanwhile the students were divided 
into groups (decurias)of ten with a decurian in 
charge of each group. Each decurian checked 
each student to see if he had studied his 
lessons and done his homework of the 
preceding day, did he write his assignments 
and he would declare the work “excellent”, 
“good”, mediocre” or “he doesn’t know” 

 
When this was done, the courtyard and 

corridors were deserted. Each group of 
students went to their own rooms. In which 
the benches were divided into decuries and 
placed in the form of an amphitheater around 
a central pulpit on which was the teacher. This 
pulpit was against the opposite wall and 
looked like a solemn throne which could be 
mounted by way of steps on each side. Near 
the entrance of the classroom there was a little 
altar which received constant attention and on 
feast days was decorated in a special way. On 
all Saturdays the students were given good 
conduct cards and grade reports of different 
colors called “Greeting Cards” To fail to 
receive one of these cards was a reason for 

                                                 
2 Cf. Rey: Gaspare Del Bufalo, I, p. 14 

(typewritten edition). 
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very bitter tears. 
After the first classes, at ten thirty 

o’clock a small bell was rung, the doors were 
opened and the students marched in file down 
the corridors to the most beautiful Church of 
St. Ignatius. They would fill it almost 
completely and heard Mass in front of the 
Blessed Sacrament altar or in front of the altar 
of St. Aloysius, both altars just as beautiful as 
those of St. Ignatius and St. Francis Xavier in 
the Church of Jesus. 

At that time there reposed under a slab 
of porphyry, in the middle of the church, the 
remains of St. John Berchmans, who had not 
yet been beatified. Nevertheless, he was 
already venerated profoundly. 

Aloysius Gonzaga and John 
Berchmans were two places pointed out to the 
youths from 10 to 22 years: there was the 
example of purity, which was a vital and 
central theme for the dense swarm that moved 
through life. Within a short time we shall see 
the particular necessity that there was in those 
years of tremendous reverses. 

The middle classes were distributed 
along the length of the corridors that marked 
the monumental Roman College. These 
classes were called, as we have said, 
“least”,”minor”, “middle”, “highest”, 
“humanities” and “rhetoric”. Since Gaspar 
had attended for several years the school of 
the Escolapians, he entered the “minor” group 
and later was in the “middle”, “highest”, 
“humanities” and “rhetoric”. He entered in 
1797-1798 and continued until 1802, the year 
when he went into the superior level, where 
there were classrooms of philosophy, 
mathematics, physics and theology.   

In “superior grammar” he had as 
professor the Abbot Don Domingo Mondelli, 
a man of mature age and very severe, but he 
loved his students and toward Gaspar he 
showed a very special confidence. 

The following years he had the 

teachers Tassi and Gasperini; he entered the 
circle of St. Aloysius Gonzaga, an ascociation 
of fellow students that embraced select 
elements. During free time they used to go to 
the garden of the “Madonna dei Carchi” and 
were helped by Abbot Vannini and his 
companions: Abbot Arandi, (later archpriest 
of the “Rotonda”) and Abbot Lais, later 
bishop of Ferentino), Strombini, Contini (who 
became the canon penitentiary in Subiaco) 
and finally, Giuseppe Tarnassi, already 
secretary of the Vicariate. 

The ordinary meetings of this Circle 
were held in the school of rhetoric. One of the 
students read in loud voice for a half hour a 
spiritual book, after which the leader asked 
questions of those present to summarize a 
section or thought that caught their attention. 
In the garden they “broke ranks” and began to 
play games of “truco”, of “bochas” or ball, 
which lasted a half hour in each decury. There 
were athletic games between the decuries and 
continuous recreation until a half hour before 
sunset.   

Then they went to their classrooms 
and from there to their homes. 

Thus in 1802 Gaspar advanced from 
the superior grade to the school of philosophy, 
mathematics, physics and theology. This level 
lasted six years, which corresponded to our 
“liceo”and the last levels to our University.3 

 
In this way for all the studies  it was 

only necessary to move within one’s own 
district of Rome, because these few streets 
and plazas acummulated the different centers 
                                                 

3 As professors he had the Abbots Mondelli, 
Tassi, Gasperini, Contini, Lupi, Giovannucci, Tiberi, 
Bellezza, don Prospero Piazzi, Rulli, Caprano, Ostini, 
Argontini, Pistelli, Calandrelli, Guidi (who las later 
director of the Capitoline Observatory), Conti, 
Ponsileoni, (who also was Gaspar’s private tutor, by 
request of the Prince Palluzzo Altieri). We call attention 
to the prince’s notable interest in the studies of the son 
of his cook.  
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of culture. A few paces from the Roman 
College was the Casanetense Library, which 
Gaspar frequently used, with the permission 
of his father. He, somewhat of a lessened 
character ... as we have seen, would go in 
person to the Library to look for his son and 
take him home - a distance of 200 meters, in 
the very middle of the city. 

The studies of Gaspar were marked 
with a tendency toward theological themes 
and the history of the Church. There were 
differences between these studies and 
mathematics, geometry and the philosophy 
itself - but more that a difference, but rather a 
distance. In the study of philosophy that  the 
youth made in 1803 and 1804, the young 
Gaspar did not score any brilliant grades. But 
the next year, studying theology, he took the 
first places. 

In general he was a notable student. 
His contemporaries, without his knowing it, 
had an admiration for him. They said: “He is 
one of the rare talents that passed in these 
times through the Gregorian University.”4 

In the records of the Roman College 
Nunber 827, of July 1843, we can ready this 
testimony of Father Francis Xavier Petrizi, the 
Prefect of Studies: “Fidem facio in tabulis 
nostri haec legi: Gaspar del Bufalo: 1802 in 
facultate oratoria laudatus verbis 
amplissimis, in poetica laudatus; 1803, in 
logica et metafisica laudatus; 1804 in physico 
chymica laudatus verbis amplissimis, in 
physico mathesi laudatus; in 1806 in 
Theologia morali tullit primum praemium.”5 

This judgment, which is clear as a 
                                                 

4 Santelli, 1, 12. Proceso Ordinario de Albano, 
IV, Berga 1919. Cfr. da Rey. 

5 Cfr. de Rey, Op. cit., I, 53. “I testify that in 
our registers can be read the following: Gaspar del 
Bufalo: 1802, the grade of maximum praise in oratory; 
good grade in poetry; 1803, good grade in Logic and 
Metaphysics; 1804, in physics-chemistry a good grade 
with praise; in physics-mathematics, a good grade; 
1806, in Moral Theology he won first place. 

diamond, we must read more carefully. The 
word “laudatus” written simply, without any 
adverb, means a promotion with good grades, 
whereas the added “ampíssimis in verbis” 
should be understood as the equivalent to a 
grade of a nine or a ten. In general, his grades 
were very favorable, in that the matter 
pertinent to the study of God and the Church 
was outstanding. 

All of this grew out of the soul of 
Gaspar. His predisposition to religion and to  
everything related to it, was outstanding and 
gave him energy; this was noticed by his 
fellow students and his teachers. He was 
always curious, punctual and humble. But his 
humility was very peculiar in that he could 
take jokes and tricks at his expense, which at 
times were very biting. Some tricksters, 
seeing his attachment to the things of the 
Church and so unmoving, would dirty his 
workbooks and scribble on his homework; 
Gaspar just ignored all of it. 

 
This manner of reacting to these things 

reveals different aspects of his character. It 
speaks of his dominance over himself, which 
is rather rare in a young person. We should 
not forget that here  we are treating of a young 
boy who just a few years previously would 
pound on the ground, red with rage,  for any 
reason that went contrary to what he wanted, 
saying “I am mad that I am mad.”. Now we 
can hardly recognize that it is the same boy 
now a student in the Roman College. But 
nonetheless, he retained, and did so 
throughout his life, a fiery nature. 

And this metamorphosis brought about 
a profound piety which took possession of the 
soul and life of Gaspar. 

For example, it was characteristic of 
the method that he used: when there were 
difficulties in his studies, he would compose 
himself, fix his eyes on the crucifix or on an 
image of the Virgin; the difficulty would 
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disappear. On the other hand, during these 
years of study, every time Gaspar had some 
free time, he would use the time to go to the 
Church of Jesus or to that of St. Marks. He 
would look at his companion Pippo Berga and 
say: “Hey, let’s go for a while to see the true 
Sedes Sapientiae!”6, or “Come with me a 
while, and let’s go to the Fountain.”7 

He was so taken up with prayer, that 
when he prayed, it seemed that he neither saw 
nor heard anything around himself. In the 
church there were people coming and going, 
but the young Gaspar was not aware if it. 
Kneeling before the Blessed Sacrament, in 
front of the altar of St. Ignatius or in front of 
the altar of his preferred St. Francis Xavier, he 
lost contact with the rest of the world. Being 
just a young boy, his mother on various 
occasions, had to shake him to make him 
return to reality and thus be able to take him 
home. 

His home! The home of Gaspar was 
clean, but happy. The family was united, but 
certainly  did not favor earthly circumstances, 
that is, economically. His mother Annunziata 
cried often; Gaspar would come close to her 
and console her, and while he observed her 
with his fine intuition, would say: “Mama, 
you will continue to live, even if it stays this 
way.” In other words, he worked in a very 
hard way to undergo everything and suffer 
many small things; and in addition, his health 
was not good. Gaspar was able to judge 
intelligently on these things with affection, 
and his fears soon turned into reality. 
Annunziata got sick, and poor Antonio, with 
his responsibilities in the kitchen, was not able 
to take care of her during his hours of work. It 
was Gaspar who came to the rescue as soon as 
he returned from school. His mother 
exclaimed: “This son of mine helps me more 

                                                 
6 Sup. Virt., 72, par. 61. 
7 Pr. Ord. Alb. 1915, Berga. 

than if he were a woman,” and she could not 
have said anything more truthful. 

This young nurse knew how to take 
care of his mother until she was better, and 
she did get better soon. Then there were 
smiles again in the house. 

But the difficulties continued and were 
weighty. Gaspar distributed his time in three 
ways: study, prayer and family life. There was 
no other way for him to move. 

Little by little, nevertheless, there 
opened up a bit more clearly another life, and 
he began to follow it with growing 
determination: the participation in other works 
of charity and the apostolate and the higher 
levels of the ecclesiastical “curriculum”. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


