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The Archivio Segreto Vaticano, the 
Secret Archives, or to use its full and 
official name, Archivum secretum 
apostolicum vaticanum, has handled 
official Church business for centuries. 
The modern Archives were establis-
hed around 1610 but its collections 
include a very large number of docu-
ments that go back much further in 
time. Exactly how far is unknown; the 
Archives certainly contain a docu-
ment that dates back to the eighth 
century but others, possibly even ol-
der ones, remain to be discovered.

To be admitted into the Secret 
Archives, one first needs a pass to Va-
tican City. This is easily obtained at 
the Porta di S. Anna entrance. Then 
one strolls through an arched road, the 
Via di Belvedere, to the Cortile di 
Belvedere. On the one side of this 
court is the entrance to the Vatican 
Library, the Biblioteca vaticana. On 
the other, the entrance to the Secret 

Archives. While the Vatican Library 
receives many visitors, comparatively 
few are admitted into the Archives, 
and a letter of introduction and other 
documentation are required. Inside, 
the walls and ceilings are white-
washed. This is in contrast to the Lib-
rary, which has painted ceilings, deco-
rated with the Papal arms. In the 
Archives, only a few portraits of the 
Pope decorate the otherwise clean 
walls.

But the collections are extensive. 
The Archives contain no less than 
eighty-five linear kilometres of 
bookshelves with documents, divided 
into a large number of fondi (“reser-
ves,” each fondo being one of many 
collections of archival documents). 
The Archives are only partly explo-
red. Besides, many documents are in 
code, and they come in a large variety 
of languages, from Latin through the 
Italian of different ages to modern 
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means of communications. Indeed, 
the history of the Archives is the his-
tory of the Church. Nobody knows 
these records in their entirety. There 
are indexes – heavy, handwritten bo-
und volumes of lists – in the index 
room (Sala Indici), and through them 
one can approach the vast collections 
of documents. However, the older in-
dexes can hardly be deciphered ex-
cept by experts, and in any case many 
documents were never listed in the 
indexes. They can occasionally be 
found bound together with those 
documents that are listed. At other 
times, they only exist as bundles of 
loose manuscripts, perhaps stored to-
gether, or so the researcher hopes, 
with similar documents that are in-
deed indexed. But this is not always 
the case. Some documents were even 
deliberately misplaced. The most fa-
mous example was the personal let-
ters of Pope Alexander VI (Rodrigo 
Borgia, 1431-1503, pope from 1492), 
including those concerning the wo-
men surrounding him. When redisco-

vered in 1627 by the archivist Gio-
vanni Battista Confalonieri, he bound 
them into eight small volumes and de-
liberately filed them in such an obscu-
re location that they were not found 
again for centuries. At the beginning 
of the twentieth century, the historian 
Ludwig von Pastor (1854-1928) pu-
blished them – with the support of the 
Vatican, it should be noted.

Then there is the closed (chiuso) 
section of the Archives, not to be con-
fused with the Riserva (“reserve”) 
which contains particularly valuable 
documents that can only be examined 
with the permission of the prefect of 
the Archives. The closed section is 
hidden behind a large, dark door near 
the end of one of the long ground-flo-
or corridors of the Archives. It is 
locked, and the key reputedly never 
leaves the prefect, who incidentally is 
appointed for life by the Pope him-
self. The closed part of the Archives 
contains several rooms of recent re-
cords, not released to outside resear-
chers since they might concern per-
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sons still living. Documents of a later 
date than January 1922, the date of 
the death of Pope Benedict XV (Gia-
como della Chiesa, 1854-1922, pope 
from 1914), are with few exceptions 
never released to outside scholars. 
Since the Archives form a working 
repository of knowledge and are not 
only of interest to historians, the clo-
sed part no doubt also contains re-
cords that are regarded as sensitive 
for political reasons. There are, ho-
wever, plenty of open sections. The 
Archives constitute several floors. 
Some collections are deposited in the 
attic above the adjacent Vatican Mu-
seums. There are also modern under-
ground storage facilities, inaugurated 
in 1980.

The Vatican has taken full advan-
tage of the information technology 
revolution and already made a num-
ber of important documents available 
on-line. Many other manuscripts are 
being prepared for digital publication. 
Much of this work is being ac-
complished through the labour of 
monks, who spend months and years 
at the ageing wooden desks of the Va-
tican library and archives, diligently 
typing in the documents, one after 
another, until their work one day may 
be completed.

Except documents relating to the 
Church, the Archives also contain 
many political documents, often in 
the form of reports of an intelligence 
nature. For an example, one may con-
sult the fondo Pio IX, the archive of 
Pope Pius IX (Giovanni Mastai-Fer-
retti, 1792-1878, pope from 1846), 
which contains the correspondence 
between him and his nuncios (diplo-
matic representatives).

Pope Pius IX lived in a time of se-
vere disturbances in Italy. His chief 
protector, and also one of his main 
sources of worry, was Napoleon III 
(1808-1873), Emperor of France. A 
part of the intelligence war between 
Pope and Emperor has been descri-
bed, in his own inimitable way, by 
Griscelli de Vezzani, the Baron de 
Rimini. If this source can be believed, 
the Papal State in 1861 even made 
p l a n s t o h a v e N a p o l e o n I I I 
assassinated.1  Be that as it may, the 
Pope’s need to keep an eye on the 
Emperor certainly made him study 
reports on the plans of Napoleon that 
he would perhaps not have heeded in 
less dangerous times.
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One such report to the Pope, aptly 
titled Napoleone III: Suoi progetti se-
creti (“Napoleon III: His secret pro-
jects,” Archivio Segreto Vaticano, 
Arch. part. Pio IX, Oggetti vari 1641), 
is a letter written in French, in a neat 
and succinct hand but without date or 
signature. The pro-English sentiments 
expressed in the letter suggests an 
English Catholic writing in French, 
but the letter is truly anonymous. Cer-
tain references in the letter makes it 
possible to date it to the period around 
1860-1863. Today the letter belongs 
in the category modern news-
papvvstvstavers would label “crank” 
letters: anonymous or nearly so and 
containing wild accusations without 
substance against public figures.

So what secret knowledge did our 
anonymous writer wish to pass on to 
the Pope? First, he (or she, although 
this seems less likely) claims that 
Napoleon III desires both temporal 
and spiritual power and therefore is a 
threat to the Church. The writer also 
claims that since “the famous meeting 
in Stuttgart” a secret alliance exists 
between the Russian Tsar and 
Napoleon III, who indeed now con-
trols the entire Europe with the single 
exception of England. Naturally our 
well-meaning writer has full informa-
tion about Napoleon’s secret plans. At 
the time of writing, Napoleon has 
promised Russia the Danubian pro-
vinces as well as Constantinople. Au-
stria has been promised to retain all 
imperial provinces on its side of the 

Danube. Prussia is promised Hanover 
and Saxe, etc. Greece has been pro-
mised the Jonian Islands, Malta, and 
Rhodes. For himself, Napoleon has 
reserved Egypt, Tunis, Belgium, and 
the Rhine provinces north-east of 
France; central Italy and perhaps Pi-
edmont are chosen for his cousin. 
Napoleon also claims Naples for 
Prince Murat.

So where did our correspondent 
learn about this secret plan? He points 
out that the plan is well known in 
England and Germany. How was the 
plan revealed? Well, “about a month 
ago” the French journalist and nove-
list Edmond About (1828-1885) pu-
blished an article entitled ‘Rêve sur 
l’Europe’ (“Dream for Europe”) in the 
journal L’Opinion Nationale. In this 
article, our correspondent remarks, 
About revealed his dream to divide 
Europe between two great empires, 
Russia in the north and France in cen-
tral Europe, with two or three lesser 
powers like Prussia and Austria hove-
ring around them. See there the public 
evidence, cries our correspondent.

Edmond About, a known Bonapar-
tist, was not popular with the Pope. In 
current Catholic encyclopaedias he is 
chiefly known for writing “malicious 
and salacious” anecdotes about Pius 
IX. Maybe this is another reason why 
the Pope appears to have taken the 
correspondent’s revelations seriously.

   But, our correspondent affirms 
the Pope, Napoleon’s secret plans 
reach further still. Napoleon plans, 
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among other things, to destroy the 
Church, proclaim his son King of 
Rome, and make himself protector of 
the two Italian kingdoms and supreme 
head of religion in his empire as well 
as the independent kingdoms.

Our anonymous writer then goes 
on to point out that the struggle bet-
ween Bonapartist despotism and Eng-
land will be a fight to the death. If 
Napoleon triumphs, his victory will 
affect Europe for centuries. But this is 
not all. Our source goes on to explain 
that in France, Napoleon will estab-
lish a legal foundation for his “very 
advanced theories” of socialism! A 
thought so shocking that our cor-
respondent found it necessary to un-
derline the word socialism. Napoleon 
will receive the help of the French 
economist Michel Chevalier (1806-
1879), the “arch-priest of socialism”. 
Not only will socialist thought be 
enshrined in law, the present tax sy-
stem will also be replaced with a so-
cialist, progressive (another underli-
ned word) tax system!

Naturally our informer knows how 
to handle the current crisis, and he 
does not spare the Pope his ideas. A 
number of precautions are suggested, 
including to condemn an offending 
book by the French advocate André 
Marie Jean Jacques Dupin (1783-
1865) as “schismatic and heretic”. In 
this way will the Church be able to 
stand fast against the menace.

Of course the Pope also had other 
sources of information. So had 

Napoleon III. One source they had in 
common was another anonymous let-
ter-writer. This was a young French 
woman, who sent a series of letters to 
Napoleon III warning him about va-
rious plots against his life and policies 
and urgently asking for a personal 
meeting. In the letters, she identified 
herself only as NN. This one-way cor-
respondence (Archivio Segreto Vati-
cano, Arch. part. Pio IX, Oggetti vari 
1655) probably never reached the 
Emperor. The letters were sent to his 
Grand Chancellor, the Duke de Bas-
sano, who by all evidence never bot-
hered to pass them on to Napoleon. 
By some means copies of the letters 
were instead rerouted to the Pope, 
who probably thought the Emperor 
had received them from the Duke.

All letters were sent from Paris. In 
the first letter, dated 12 January 1860, 
the anonymous writer warns the Em-
peror that “certain dynastic secrets” in 
Europe work against him. She urgent-
ly suggests an audience in which she 
will reveal these secrets, about which 
she claims to be well informed since 
several years. The letter was sent to-
gether with a note to the Duke de 
Bassano, dated 18 January, in which 
she asks him to deliver the letter di-
rectly to Napoleon.

But no audience was granted, and 
it seems doubtful whether the Duke 
actually passed the letter on to the 
Emperor. The second letter, dated 27 
January, again warns about unnamed 
plots and requests a personal meeting. 
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The woman points out that she has 
just returned from a journey, “a great 
mortal danger”, in her service to the 
Emperor.

Again no audience was granted. In 
the third and final letter, dated 25 
February, our anonymous correspon-
dent raises the stakes. “Sire! Your se-
crets, your thoughts, your plan that 
you have evolved, are not known only 
to you, they are known, betrayed.”

In a manner of speaking, she was 
right. Her letters were betrayed to the 
Pope, and he apparently took them 
seriously. A brief note on the copy of 
the letter suggest that the Pope’s inte-
rest was Napoleon’s views on the Pa-
pal rights in temporal matters.

And this leads us back to the ano-
nymous man who wrote directly to 
the Pope. It is a pity that the warning 

delivered to the Pope is not dated. Yet 
the internal evidence of the letter sug-
gests a point in time quite close to the 
anonymous French woman. Did the 
Pope take the warning seriously 
because he thought he found a con-
firmation of Napoleon’s secret plans 
in the letters by the young French 
woman? Or is it simply a coincidence 
that all these documents have been 
preserved in the Vatican Secret 
Archives? Unfortunately, the nature 
of the Archives makes it hard to know 
further details. But one thing is clear: 
the Papal court in the early 1860s was 
a fertile breeding-ground for conspi-
racies.
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