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1. Three summaries of Vincentian historiography (up to 1987)

The first summary of Vincentian historiography is from 1981 and
is by A. DODIN, “Etat des etudes vincentiennes” (Actes du Colloque
International d’Etudes Vincententiennes, Paris 1981 - Rome, Edizioni
Vincenziane, 1983, pp. 115-128). Dodin sums up in the following
manner the principal characteristics of Vincentian historiography
from the beginnings to 1981:

* the institutional tradition “The governmental authority (of the
CM) tranquilly sets itself up as a scientific and historical authority
and peremptorily pronounces about the authenticity of the
documents which are used”. Dodin refers here to the four great
biographies of Saint Vincent written by Abelly, Collet, Maynard
and Coste (pp. 122-125).

* the tradition of legend “After 1660 there is a phenomenal and
heroic growth in the legends: Monsieur Vincent had taken upon
himself the chains of a man condemned to the galleys, he was
entrusted with a precious secret about the future of France...,
he had secretly abandoned the Catholic confession and had
become a member of the Socinian family..., the leaders of the
Revolution of 1789 recognized in Vincent de Paul a revolutionary
of excellent quality... and they linked his named to those of
Fenelon, B. Franklin, J.J. Rousseau..., in 1947 Maurice Cloche (in
the film “Monsieur Vincent”) used Pierre Fresnay to place Vincent
in situations in which he was never involved” (pp. 126-127).

* the “decolonizing” tradition Important persons and authors who
reveal themselves as critics of the person and the works of
Vincent de Paul: Bérulle, Saint Cyran, Musson (historian of
the monastic orders), R. Allier, A. Bessieres, A. Féron (in his
studies about the Confraternity of the Most Holy Sacrament)
(pp. 127-128).
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The second summary is that of L. MEZZADRI: “L’historiographie
vincentienne selon les epoques culturelles” (Vincentiana, 1984, 4/5/6,
pp. 292-313). In this summary the author concentrates on the
published biographies from Abelly to date, and he classifies them in
four categories according to the following criterion: “From Abelly
until the present, the biographies of Saint Vincent are presented as the
expression of a culture, of a way of understanding history and of
interpreting the saint” (p. 292):

* in the period of illuminism: Collet 1748 (p. 292)
* in the period of romanticism: Maynard 1860 (p. 295)
* in the period of positivism: Coste 1932 (p. 296);

Calvet 1948 (p. 302)
* in the period of New History: Dodin 1960 (p. 304);

Román 1981 (p. 307).

L. Mezzadri also is responsible for a third historiography
“Storiografia vincenziana” (Vincentiana, 1987, 4/5/6, pp. 368-385).
This work is the first systematic, detailed study of the biographies
and studies about Saint Vincent published up to 1987. It contains an
appendix which is of interest: “How to form a Vincentian library,”
pp. 385-391.

We should also add to the previous works: J. RYBOLT,
“Documentary evidence for the life and works of Saint Vincent de Paul”
(Vincentiana, 1987, 4/5/6, pp. 392-437), the most complete list
published up to 1987 of references to the documents related to the
life and the works of Vincent de Paul.

We also must add one of the most complete biographies published
up to now: J.M. ROMÁN, San Vicente de Paúl. Biografía, BAC, Madrid
1982, pp. 11-25.

* * *

2. Biographical interpretations of Saint Vincent

In relation to the four great biographical classics (Abelly, Collet,
Maynard, Coste), Dodin highlights

* the “institutional” character: “Inspired and guaranteed by the
authority of the Superior General of the CM” (p. 122)

* the “static” character: “The four great biographies ignore even the
possibility of a doctrinal and moral evolution of Vincent de Paul”
(DODIN, Vincentiana, 1984, p. 550)

* the “moralizing-hagiographical” character: (Colloque, p. 122)
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(About L. Abelly: DODIN, Vincentiana, 1984, pp. 280-287; Colloque,
p. 123; about P. Collet, M.-U. Maynard, P. Coste: DODIN, Colloque,
pp. 123-125; see also L. MEZZADRI, Vincentiana, 1984, pp. 292-300).

A complete list of biographies published in French and Spanish
up to 1984 in “Obras Completas de San Vicente,” CEME, Salamanca,
Vol. XII, pp. 609-630.

A later biography: MARY PURCELL, The World of Monsieur Vincent,
Loyola University Press, 1989.

* * *

3. Controversial themes in the life of Saint Vincent

Date of birth: 1576, 1580, 1581?

* The status of the controversy: J.M. ROMÁN, “San Vicente de Paúl.
Biografía,” pp. 29-33.

* In favor of 1580: F. CAMPO, “1580-1980: Cuarto Centenario del
Nacimiento de San Vicente de Paúl,” Anales de la CM y de las
HC, Madrid 1977, pp. 551-555.

The history of the captivity

* The status of the controversy: J.M. ROMÁN, pp. 74-88.
* New perspective: B. KOCH, “Un regard nuef sur Saint Vincent:

l’expert en droit et en procédure,” Bulletin des Lazaristes de
France, No. 168, April 1999, pp. 94-104; 109-110. (Can also be
found at webpage Koch cmparis).

* Most recent study: J. CORERA, “La historia del cautivo Vicente
Depaul,” Anales de la Congregación de la Misión y de las HC,
Madrid 2007, No. 3, pp. 243-255.

Why he went to Paris in 1609

* COSTE, Book I, chapter 2, at the end; J.M. ROMÁN, pp. 90-91.

Conversion or evolution?

* Conversion: J. CORERA, “Diez estudios vicencianos,” CEME,
Salamanca 1983, pp. 13-40 (the most important authors who
have dealt with this theme are cited here).

* Evolution: A. DODIN, “Saint Vincent de Paul et la charité,” Paris
960, p. 150; J.P. RENOUARD, “Les années obscures,” Vincentiana,
4-6, 1987, pp. 548-561.
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Priestly ordination

* A. Redier: Vincent rushed things “taking advantage of his
vacation, to receive the priesthood at nineteen years of age at
the hands of a blind prelate who was dying” (Vicente de Paúl,
todo un character, CEME, Salamanca 1977, p. 34, translation of
La vrai vie de Saint Vincent de Paul, Grasset, Paris 1947).

* B. Koch: “Vincent did not act hurriedly nor in a hidden fashion,
as Redier writes... see the studies of M. JOSEPH DEFOS DU RAU:
Le jeune Vincent de Paul s’est-il fait ordonner prêtre pas surprise?,
Bulletin de la Société de Borda, Dax 1959, pp. 273-288, and
M. ÉTIENNE DIEBOLD, C.M.: La première Messe de Saint Vincent,
Ann. C.M. 1957, pp. 490-492, and Saint Vincent de Paul, sa
nomination à la cure de Tilh en 1600, ibid. 1959, pp. 389-397,
particularly pp. 391-392” (B. KOCH, C.M., “Saint Vincent de Paul.
Dossier des ordinations”; cf. webpage: koch cmparis, article
Ordinations et jeunes années).

* * *

4. Some topics which need more investigation

Although the life of Vincent de Paul is well known in its principal
aspects thanks to his numerous biographers, nevertheless there still
remain some topics that have not been explored in a satisfactory
manner, either because of the complex nature of the topic, or
because of the scarcity of pertinent documents. We shall point out
some of these themes:

* the changing relationship with Saint Cyran (A. DODIN, “La légen-
de et l’histoire: de Monsieur Depaul à saint Vincent de Paul,”
O.E.I.L./Histoire, Paris 1985, pp. 164-173).

* his relationship with Jansenism
– doctrinal issues
– collaboration in charitable works

* his relationship with the Company of the Most Holy Sacrament
(A. DODIN, op. cit., pp. 159-161).

* his relationship with the Visitation.

See also: J. RYBOLT, Vincentiana, 1987, p. 428: “VI. Documents we
wish we had.”

* * *
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5. Rereading the life of Saint Vincent

* the “archeology” of the life of Saint Vincent, that is, the plain
facts relative to his life:
– where and when he lived: the historical context
– what happened to him
– what he did
– what he said

Although there are some gaps, as was mentioned in the last
section, this dimension is now basically finished (Coste, Dodin...).

* an interpretive rereading: the vision of Saint Vincent from the
situation and perspective of the biographer. Every biographer
“interprets” the subject from his own life-experience and
cultural perspective (see Dodin and Mezzadri in § 1 and 2).
This also occurs with studies on the spirituality of Saint
Vincent, whether they are of a private nature because of an
individual author, or of an official nature because of an
institution (the actualization of the spirit of Saint Vincent in the
new Constitutions...). Because of its very nature, the effort
involved in an interpretive rereading is never finished, and it
varies over time because of historical changes.

* * *

6. The sources of the spirituality of Saint Vincent de Paul

* A. DODIN, “Les sources de l’enseignement de Monsieur Vincent de
Paul” (Vincentiana, 1984, pp. 544-555):
– difficulties in discovering the sources (pp. 544-552)
– some of the principal sources: Scripture, some of the Fathers,

some few theologians, some spiritual authors (pp. 553-555)
* A. ORCAJO (in “San Vicente de Paúl. Biografía,” Vol. II, Espiritua-

lidad y escritos, BAC, Madrid 1981, pp. 59-78).

* * *

7. Systematic studies of the spirituality of Saint Vincent

(We should not strictly speak of “spirituality”, but rather of
“teachings”: DODIN, Vincentiana, 1984, p. 544).

* L. ABELLY, Book III
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* U. MAYNARD, “Vertus et doctrine spirituelle de saint Vincent de
Paul,” Paris 1864

* A. DODIN, “Saint Vincent de Paul et la charité,” Seuil, Paris 1960
* C. RICCARDI, “La perfezione evangelica,” Roma 1967. (The most

systematic study)
* J. HERRERA, “Teología de la acción y mística de la caridad,”

Madrid 1960
* “Diccionario de espiritualidad vicenciana,” CEME, Salamanca

1995
* A. ORCAJO, “El seguimiento de Cristo según san Vicente de Paúl,”

La Milagrosa, Madrid 1990
* M.P. FLORES, “Revestirse del espíritu de Jesucristo,” CEME,

Salamanca 1996.

* * *

8. The later history of the “spirit” and the foundations of Saint
Vincent

General overview: L. MEZZADRI in Vincentiana, 4/5/6, 1984, pp.
312-313.

The history of the institutions founded by Saint Vincent (AIC,
CM, DC) has not yet been written, except in part the history of the
Congregation of the Mission (Herrera, Poole, Román-Mezzadri), or
that of one or another of the provinces (Vicente de Dios in Mexico,
A. Orcajo in Spain), or that of a particular ministry (Mitxel
Olabuenaga wrote the history of the popular missions in Spain)....

Also pending is the study and the writing of the influence of the
spirit of Saint Vincent and his institutions

* in the later history of the Church
– Alphonsus M. Liguori, F. Ozanam and the Conferences of the

SSVP, J.B. Vianney, Don Bosco....
– congregations dedicated to charitable works

* in the Vincentian Family
* in the later history of society (“We owe to Saint Vincent de Paul

the revolution that, for the past three hundred years, has
transformed social life and the spirit of our laws, for which we
have fought and which... are our supreme hope. The past had no
idea of the institutions which the states, responding to the
pressure of opinion, have created for themselves since then:
aid for the poor, health insurance, the legal obligation to assist
the needy, to go to the help of victims of war, of disasters... the
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public organization of education, the learning of different trades”;
A. MÉNABRÉE, “La revolution inaperçue: Saint Vincent de Paul, le
savant,” Marcel Daubin, Paris 1949, pp. 9-10)

* A case study: the influence of the Daughters of Charity in the
creation of modern nursing (Florence Nightingale: see abundant
information about this important figure easily accessible on
the Internet).

* * * * * * * * *

Final Note

Almost all of the material referenced in this work, which in no
way is meant to be exhaustive, is by European authors and has been
published in Europe. In the last few years publications on Vincentian
themes have begun to appear in practically all the countries where
the Congregation of the Mission is present, and in a great variety of
languages as well. We highlight the important work that has been
done in America for many years, in the north by the Vincentian
Heritage publication, and in the south by the publication of CLAPVI.

Translation: GILBERT R. WALKER, C.M.
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