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A B ST R A CT 

This article examines the correspondence between Duke Francesco I d’Este (1629–58) and his agents 
regarding the documents the papal authorities found in 1633 behind a wall of Ferrara’s castle, following the 
devolution of the city to the Papal States (1598). This article argues that this correspondence discloses the 
mentality behind the uses and the notions of archives that guided the protagonists of this story – that is, 
expectations that reveal reliance on the authority of written records as well as a desperate hope in the power 
of archives.

A few decades after the devolution of Ferrara to the Papal States (which caused the city to switch from 
Este to papal rule in 1598), a cache of documents was found hidden behind a wall of Ferrara’s castle 
by the papal authorities. According to an unpublished correspondence, the documents consisted of 
diplomas probably hidden by Alfonso I or Ercole II d’Este concerning the Este family’s privileges 
and its rule over Ferrara. The documents, found nearly a century after they were first hidden, were 
described by Este agents as vestiges of the Este Secret Archive (Archivio Segreto Estense) that was 
originally located in a room of the castle.

The letters exchanged about this cache reveal the conception of archives and the mindset guiding 
their usage that characterizes the protagonists of this story. Beyond the simple historical reality of this 
episode documented by this correspondence, the story itself, one of diplomatic and practical efforts 
intended to recover hidden, then forgotten papers, demonstrates the close relationship between 
archives and power in the early modern era. In particular, the documents and the expectations 
generated by their discovery in 1633 provide a new perspective on the famous, deep-rooted archival 
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conflict between the Este family and the Apostolic Chamber, which started soon after the devolution 
of Ferrara and lasted for more than a century.

The history of archives has recently experienced new social and political perspectives that have 
broadened the view far beyond the process of centralization and state building, the traditional 
approach to this subject, to underline the function of archives not only as instruments of power 
but also as objects of conflict. Recent studies provide a more dynamic picture of archive usage in 
several ways. First, on certain occasions, particularly starting from the late middle ages, documentary 
repositories became grounds for political confrontation within the same state. Opposing political 
factions, power blocs or members of the local ruling class used the documentation preserved in the 
archives as an instrument for political attack. Decades ago, Claudio Pavone wondered whether, rather 
than merely reflecting institutions (according to the canonical view of the historical method), the 
history of Italian archives expressed, and possibly masked, the internal clashes of the institutions that 
had produced them.1 Similarly, the study of archives has been increasingly included in histories of 
political, economic and territorial conflicts: families, communities, associations and social groups 
strengthened their political and social status by using documentary material that served as legal and 
informational support in the event of conflicts, often in contrast with the authorities.2

For example (as has been rightly highlighted), documentary dispersion sometimes took on 
markedly ideological connotations and was the consequence of deliberate actions. One example, 
from urban contexts in central-northern Italy, only apparently random or due to carelessness, was 
the lack of interest of certain medieval and early modern Italian governments in preserving records 
relating to extinct judiciaries or institutions pertaining either to a previous political regime or to past 
administrative matters.3 Indeed, the destruction or looting of archives and specific documentary 
complexes in medieval cities and in the Italian states of the old regime has had a great impact, 
often connected, since the middle ages, to political upheavals of great importance. To cite another 
famous example, in 1343, on the occasion of the expulsion of the duke of Athens from Florence, the 
documentary deposits of the Chamber of the Municipality were attacked, with the aim of eliminating 
compromising evidence of his ties to some families of the old regime.4 The same approach also 
emerged in other geographical or chronological contexts, such as modern Spain and France, as has 
been shown in a newly published collection of essays edited by Stéphane Péquignot and Yann Potin.5

In parallel, archives have often become objects of conflict between states. The long conflict between 
the Apostolic Chamber and the House of Este – which broke out following the devolution of Ferrara 
to the Papal States – reflects this situation, and this feud had significant consequences on documentary 
heritage. This article will examine the contemporary correspondence between the Este duke and his 
agents relating to the discovery of the aforementioned documents within the context of the ongoing 
‘War of Papers’ between the Este family and papal administrations caused by the devolution of Ferrara. 
In particular, the story of the Este archives symbolizes a peculiar aspect of the history of the archives 
of early modern Italian states, which is strongly marked by the importance of relations with other 
countries, whether in the form of domination or diplomacy.

*
A brief yet necessary introduction on the organization of the Este archives as well as the legal and 
diplomatic terms under which the devolution of Ferrara to the Roman Catholic Church took place 

	 1	 C. Pavone, ‘Ma è poi tanto pacifico che l’archivio rispecchi l’istituto?’, Rassegna degli Archivi di Stato, xxx (1970), 436–41.
	 2	 V. Tigrino, ‘Castelli di carte. Giurisdizione e storia locale nel Settecento in una disputa fra Sanremo e Genova (1729-35)’, Quaderni 
storici, ci (1999), 475–506; M. Lezowski, ‘Conflitti di precedenza, uso degli archivi e storiografia locale alla fine del Cinquecento (Pavia 
1592)’, Quaderni storici, cxxxiii (2010), 7–39.
	 3	 A. De Vincentiis, ‘Memorie bruciate. Conflitti, documenti, oblio nelle città italiane del tardo medioevo’, Bullettino dell’Istituto 
storico italiano per il medio evo, cvi (2004), 167–98, at p. 173.
	 4	 See the commentary on the extracts from Giovanni Villani’s Cronica concerning the events of 26 July 1343, in Fonti per la storia degli 
archivi degli antichi stati italiani, ed. F. de Vivo and others (Rome, 2016), pp. 440–41.
	 5	 See Les conflits d’archives: France, Espagne, Méditerranée, ed. S. Péquignot and Y. Potin (Rennes, 2022) <https://doi.org/10.4000/
books.pur.162446>. For a similar case concerning England, see A. Wood, The Memory of the People: Custom and Popular Senses of the Past 
in Early Modern England (Cambridge, 2013).
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precedes the main discussion of this argument. The Este family archives were separated from the old 
city institutions of Ferrara and distributed among different repositories and offices. A full unification 
and centralization of the family and state archives relating to secular Este rule in Ferrara, as well as in 
Modena and Reggio, was still far from common during this period and was completed only with the 
unification of Italy between 1860 and 1863. Until then, there were two main archival repositories in 
the Este capital of Ferrara: the ducal Secret Archive (now known as Archivio Segreto Estense), which 
was entrusted to the court archivist as a more or less unitary complex (or consolidated collection) 
and the archive of the Camera ducale, also known as the ‘Library of accounts,’ which was divided into 
various deposits (the so-called ‘Chamber archives’).6

The Este Secret Archives represented the archives of a family that ruled over the city-state and the 
surrounding territories of Ferrara, Modena and Reggio. In consequence, the early modern historical 
development of these archival institutions was little affected by the processes of expansion of state 
authority that largely characterized other early modern European archives. Nevertheless, all the Este 
archives, including the Secret and the Chamber archives, underwent one major moment of transition 
and change caused by the Pope’s claim over Ferrara, which ultimately resulted in the devolution of the 
city to the Papal States. This takeover – based on disputed legal grounds – forced the House of Este 
to move the capital of their state from Ferrara to nearby Modena, together with their family archives.7

A Papal Bull dating 1567 provided for the transfer of Ferrara to the Church in the absence of 
legitimate male heirs of the Este family.8 Unfortunately for the family, Alfonso II, who took power 
in 1559 and died in 1597, was unable to produce a legitimate heir despite his three marriages. He 
designated his cousin Cesare Figure 1 as his successor before his death.

Cesare, however, was the son of Alfonso di Montecchio, who in turn was the fruit of the relationship 
between Alfonso I, ruler of Ferrara in the first half of the 1500s, and Laura Dianti, known as Lady 
Eustochia. Although the House of Este always insisted that Alfonso I was officially wed to Lady 
Eustochia before his death, the Roman Curia never recognized this union.9 Cesare’s father, thus, 
was considered a natural (that is, illegitimate) son of Alfonso I by the Church, and as such, he did 
not have the right to rule over Ferrara according to Pope Clement VIII. The legitimacy of Cesare’s 
succession was recognized by Emperor Rudolph II, who, however, could only confirm Cesare’s rights 
over Modena and Reggio. Ferrara, on the contrary, was nominally a papal fief. So, neither the emperor 
nor the House of Este had legal grounds to oppose the decision of the Roman Curia to return the city 
to papal rule.

*
After this necessary exposition, we can now examine the correspondence mentioned at the beginning 
of this paper more closely. On 6 September 1633, Cesare Gavassini (Este agent in Ferrara) wrote to 
Duke Francesco I of Modena about the unexpected discovery of some papers belonging to the old 
Este Secret Archive by workers restoring Ferrara’s castle.10 Previously a residence of the Este in Ferrara, 

	 6	 For an overview on the Este Secret Archives, see F. Valenti, Profilo storico dell’Archivio Segreto Estense, Introduction to Archivio 
di Stato di Modena, Archivio segreto estense. Sezione ‘Casa e Stato’. Inventario (Rome, 1953), pp. 3–47. Also A. Spaggiari, ‘Gli Archivi 
negli Stati Estensi’, in Lo Stato di Modena. Una capitale, una dinastia, una civiltà nella storia d’Europa, ed. G. Trenti and A. Spaggiari (2 
vols, Rome, 2001), ii. 933–49. For the Camera ducale, see G. Guerzoni, ‘La Camera Ducale Estense Tra Quattro e Cinquecento: la struttura 
organizzativa e i meccanismi operativi’, in Storia di Ferrara. Il Rinascimento: situazioni e personaggi, ed. A. Prosperi (7 vols., Ferrara, 1987–
2004), vi. 159–84.
	 7	 On this subject, see G. Guerzoni, Le corti estensi e la devoluzione di Ferrara del 1598 (Ferrara, 2000).
	 8	 See ‘Prohibitio alienandi et infeudandi civitates et loca Sanctae Romanae Ecclesiae’ of 23 May 1567, in Magnum bullarium 
romanum a beato Leone Magno usque ad S.D.N. Benedictum XIII (Luxemburg, 1727), t. II, 236–8. Cf. L. Turchi, ‘Un archivio scomparso e 
il suo creatore? La Grotta di Alfonso II d’Este e Giovan Battista Pigna’, in Archivi e archivisti in Italia tra medioevo ed età moderna, ed. F. De 
Vivo and others (Rome, 2015), pp. 217–37.
	 9	 For a deep analysis of literary material and the historical debate on this union between Eustochia and the Duke, see J. F. Bestor, 
‘Marriage and succession in the House of Este: a literary perspective’, in Phaethon’s Children: The Este Court and Its Culture in Early Modern 
Ferrara, ed. D. Looney and D. Shemek (Tempe, Ariz., 2005), pp. 49–83. For the Este historiography supporting the legitimacy of this 
marriage, L. Turchi, ‘Matrimoni e memoria genealogica fra tardo medioevo ed età moderna (genealogie estensi, secc. XV–XVII)’, in 
Trenti and Spaggiari, Lo Stato di Modena, ii. 801–32, at p. 814.
	 10	 The episode is only briefly mentioned by Turchi, ‘Matrimoni e memoria’, 817; and A. Marchesi, ‘L’«illustrissimo bastardo» di Casa 
d’Este: don Alfonso di Montecchio (1527–1587)’ (unpublished University of Venice Ph.D. diss., 2015), pp. 33–4.
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the castle had become home to the papal governors after the 1598 devolution. In his letter, Gavassini 
is certain that the papers were part of the original Este family archives and conjectures that they were 
deliberately hidden either by Duke Alfonso I or by his successor Ercole II.11 He also points out that 
they were found behind a wall in a hidden cavity covered by a stone vault, placed just above or close 
to the old archival repository of the Este Secret Archive. More specifically, according to Gavassini, the 
papers were found above the room that contained the part of the archive specifically in use during 
Alfonso II’s duchy. Gavassini’s reasoning was based on the assumption that the ducal archivist forgot 
about both the hidden cavity and the papers in it after Ercole’s death. Therefore, when Duke Cesare 
moved to Modena in 1598, they were left behind.

In his letter, Gavassini also expands on the hypothetical content of the papers. He questioned an 
attendant of the castle who saw them and discovered that the documents consisted of ‘privileges, 
investitures and other [document]s of the same sort’; and he himself ‘had seen’ that ‘some [of them 
had] … large lead seals, with many letters and other writings on Ostrich paper’. This somewhat odd 
term, ‘Ostrich paper’, a literal translation of ‘carta di struzzi’ in the original Italian vernacular, meaning 
Austrian paper, is an important detail that reveals the author’s hope that the documents might be of 
imperial origin. ‘All together’ – Gavassini continues – ‘[the papers] were as many as to fill a whole bag’. 
He concludes that ‘they are important writings, which had been shut up inside the four walls’. Last but 
not least, the Este agent advanced a hypothesis that ‘by chance they referred to the marriage of Lord 
Duke Alfonso I with Lady Eustochia, which by Duke Ercole II were later hidden’.

Figure 1. Frans Pourbus the Young, Portrait of Duke Cesare d’Este, oil on canvas, 1606–7. Modena, 
Accademia Nazionale di Scienze, Lettere e Arti di Modena, extract from Luca Silingardi, ‘Il ritratto del duca 
Cesare d’Este di Frans Pourbus il giovane dell’Accademia nazionale di scienze, lettere e arti di modena’, 
Accademia Nazionale delle Scienze Lettere ed Arti di Modena, Memorie Scientifiche, Giuridiche, Letterarie, ser. ix, 
iii (2019), 64.

	 11	 See Appendix 1.
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Whatever their real content, the documents discovered in the castle of Ferrara in 1633 were soon 
seized by the local papal authorities and, as this correspondence testifies, brought to Rome, where they 
may have been placed in the recently instituted Vatican archives (1612).12 Consequently, in October, a 
month after the discovery, Fulvio Testi, the Este ambassador to the papal court in Rome, was instructed 
by Duke Francesco I to undertake every practical and informal – and even illegal – action possible to 
re-seize these documents, or, at the very least, learn more about their content.13 The duke’s motivation 
behind this strategy was made clear in a letter from the ambassador of the House of Este, stressing that 
the Pope would never return diplomas that ‘make clear/support the restitution of Ferrara’.14

*
One may wonder why these documents were considered so important by the duke and his agents. As touched 
upon, Gavassini regards it as an important piece of evidence concerning Duke Alfonso I’s presumed third 
and last marriage with Lady Eustochia that could prove extremely important for Duke Francesco’s cause, 
thus informing Gavassini’s 1633 letter on the discovery of the papers. It should not come as a surprise, then, 
that the whole correspondence examined here was put in a dossier (and is still preserved today) marked 
1633, which follows a bundle of documents concerning the quarrel presented by the duke to the emperor 
against the Roman Apostolic Chamber over the possession of Comacchio.15 If these papers hidden behind 
a wall of the castle in Ferrara decades earlier could prove that the marriage between Alfonso I and Lady 
Eustochia officially took place, then the right of Cesare and his successors, namely Duke Francesco, to rule 
over the city of Ferrara in accordance with the 1567 Papal Bull would be lawful, as legitimate heirs.

Why Ercole II would hide documents concerning his father Alfonso’s third and last wedding in 
the walls of Ferrara’s castle may not be immediately clear. Given the fact that a cadet lineage was 
not supposed to advance any legal right to the duchy, we can speculate that it was useful to Ercole 
at the time to hide evidence of his father’s presumed marriage with Eustochia after the death of his 
mother Lucrezia Borgia (the previous wife of Alfonso I). This may explain why Ercole II championed 
a specific genealogical succession according to which the lineage to the duchy was composed of an 
official heir (Ercole himself) and three cadets (one of which died, plus the two sons of Lady Eustochia, 
namely the Montecchio branch).16 However, since there is no evidence that Ercole actually did so, 
the thesis advanced by the Este agents in their correspondence with Duke Francesco I should be 
considered a spurious attempt to provide concrete proof of the marriage between Alfonso I and 
Lady Eustochia, driven first by Duke Cesare and then by Francesco I himself.17 In short, the details 

	 12	 A first tentative search to find these documents in the Vatican Archives was unsuccessful. The papers were probably added to a 
previous collection (deliberately) without distinctive marks or any indications of their specific provenance from their 1633 discovery.
	 13	 See Appendix 3–4.
	 14	 See Appendix 5. This and other letters written in October that year, confirming that some kind of document was actually found in the 
castle of Ferrara, are not included among those examined by Turchi, ‘Matrimoni e memoria’, p. 817. Besides, it is notable that Fulvio Testi 
was personally involved in the decades-long legal dispute between the Este and Rome. So much that he wrote a pamphlet titled Reasons 
that the Most Excellent Casa d’Este has with the Apostolic Chamber. See Fulvio Testi, Ristretto delle ragioni che la serenissima Casa d’Este ha 
colla Camera apostolica, con le risposte di Roma, & contrarisposte per parte del serenissimo di Modena (Modena[?], c.1643.). In preparing 
this dossier, Testi certainly made use of the documentation preserved in the archival file preserved in the Archivio di Stato di Modena, 
Cancelleria, Sezione Generale, Archivio Segreto Estense, 7, which includes originals of their decrypted copies dating from the same period, see 
the Introduction to the Appendix of documents. For an overview of Testi’s role in this dispute, see Fonti per la storia degli archivi, p. 478.
	 15	 For the long-term dispute between the Este and the Holy Siege over the possession of Comacchio, see L. Londei and M. Morena, 
‘Lo Stato di Modena e la Santa Sede’, in Trenti and Spaggiari, Lo Stato di Modena, ii. 1159–76. Documents concerning this legal quarrel 
were collected by I. Andreae, Raccolta di tutto ciò, ch’è uscito alle stampe fino al giorno d’oggi sulla controversia di Comacchio, tanto per 
parte della Santa Sede, che per parte del signor duca di Modena (Frankfurt, 1713). For the salt production in Comacchio as an economic 
asset for the Este, see G. Guerzoni, ‘L’oro bianco di Comacchio. Ovvero splendori e miserie delle saline estensi nella prima metà del 
Cinquecento’, Cheiron, A. xvii (2000), 103–35. For a recent overview on the formation of early legal agreements between the Este and the 
Pope concerning Comacchio in the early decades of the sixteenth century, see also G. Guerzoni, ‘Di alcune ignote e poco nobili cause del 
soggiorno bolognese di kaiser Karl V’, in Carlo V e l’Italia. Seminario di studi. Georgetown University a Villa Le Balze 14-15 dicembre 2000 
(Rome, 2000), pp. 197–216, especially p. 199.
	 16	 The presence of close relatives considered illegitimate, but still invested with fiefs and estates in Ferrara and Modena, at some 
point, namely after the changes in social and political cultures brought about by the Catholic reformation, became embarrassing to Ercole, 
who ruled until 1559. By building on Bestor’s analysis (‘Marriage and Succession in the House of Este’, especially p. 72–80), Laura 
Turchi has suggested that, precisely for this reason, starting from the last years of Ercole’s duchy, then especially during Alfonso II’s, the 
Duke promoted a specific genealogic model, soon adopted by court historiography, according to which the lineage to the duchy was 
composed of an official successor (Ercole himself) and three cadets (one death, plus the two sons to Lady Eustochia) (Turchi, ‘Matrimoni 
e memoria’, p. 815).
	 17	 Turchi, ‘Matrimoni e memoria’, p. 817.
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proposed by Gavassini concerning the content of the papers found in 1633 must be understood as 
pure speculation. The presumption that Gavissini’s claims were credible was one of the many failures 
of both Cesare and Francesco d’Este in their search for written evidence with the purpose of reversing 
the devolution of Ferrara.18

It was in reaction to such situations that scholars, archivists and jurists began to base the discussion 
on the historical veracity and authority of documents on their presence in archives.19 This process 
gave birth to modern diplomatics,20 that is, the science that studies the form of ancient documents to 
determine their genesis and authenticity.21

*
However, to explain the significance of these hidden, forgotten and finally seized and disputed papers 
to modern historiography, one should note that only on the surface it seems to be a small episode 
pertaining to a long story of the production of fakes in the history of archives. This case embodies the 
typical strategic and political uses of archives in the history of international relations. It provides, in 
fact, a vivid picture of the uses of archives in early modern political and diplomatic conflict.

In cases such as this involving the Este archives, rather than being shaped by the effects of real 
warfare, the dialectic between archives and power shows the imprint of a massive ‘War of Papers’ 
made up of practices and disputes whose supporting evidence may or may not have been true. Indeed, 
it was during the very same century that many European archives were systematically used in ‘paper’ 
conflicts to prove, on the basis of historical evidence, a right of precedence or the possession of a 
specific domain, or to document the historical affiliation of a territory to a particular religious creed.22

To fully understand the nature of this particular event, first, it is important to expand on the 
subsequent historical developments in the long legal dispute between the House of Este and the 
Roman Curia that continued for at least a hundred years after the episode described in this article. 
Almost a century later, the famous historian and archivist Ludovico Antonio Muratori, during his long 
career in the service of the Este family in Modena, provided new documents, and himself published 
pamphlets arguing that Alfonso had joined Lady Eustochia in marriage shortly before his death.23 
Muratori engaged in a strenuous archival search intended to unveil the falsity of the papal allegations 
against the legitimacy of Este rule in Ferrara. This search included the German-speaking area, where, 
with support from Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, Muratori actually found charters and diplomas 
attesting to the imperial investiture of the Este family over the territories of Ferrara and Comacchio, as 
is demonstrated in Muratori’s frequent exchanges with Leibniz.24

Second, the episode must be interpreted in light of the aforementioned historical processes 
relating to the formation of new early modern states as major geopolitical powers in Renaissance Italy, 
	 18	 For an analysis of further documents used by agents of Cesare d’Este from the year 1615 onward, not included in Muratori’s 
dossier, see Marchesi, L’«illustrissimo bastardo» di Casa d’Este, p. 34 ff.
	 19	 See R. C. Head, ‘Documents, archives and proof around 1700’, Historical Journal, lvi (2013), 909–30. Also, E. Lodolini, 
‘Giurisprudenza della Sacra Rota Romana in materia di archivi (secc. XVI–XVIII)’, Rassegna degli Archivi di Stato, xlii (1982), 7–33.
	 20	 For this topic, see the classical studies by A. Momigliano, Storia antica e antiquaria, in A. Momigliano, Sui fondamenti della storia 
antica (Turin, 1984), pp. 3–35; D. R. Kelley, Foundations of Modern Historical Scholarship: Language, Law and History in the French 
Renaissance (London, 1970); A. Grafton, The Footnote. A Curious History (Harvard, 1999); J. M. Sawilla, Hagiographie und Historie im 17. 
Jahrhundert: zum Werk der Bollandisten; ein wissenschaftshistorischer Versuch (Tübingen, 2009).
	 21	 See the classical study by A. Pratesi, Genesi e forme del documento medievale (Rome, 1979).
	 22	 See Die Praktiken der Gelehrsamkeit in der Frühen Neuzeit, ed. H. Zedelmaier and M. Mulso (Tübingen, 2001).
	 23	 See L. A. Muratori, Ragioni della serenissima casa d’Este sopra Ferrara confermate e difese in risposta al dominio temporale della sede 
apostolica (Modena, 1714): republished as a chapter entitled ‘Osservazioni sopra una lettera intitolata Il Dominio temporale della Sede 
Apostolica sopra la città di Comacchio per lo spazio continuato di dieci secoli, distese in una lettera ad un prelato della corte di Roma’, in 
Raccolta di tutto ciò, ch’è uscito alle stampe fino al giorno d’oggi sulla controversia di Comacchio, tanto per parte della Santa Sede, che per parte 
del signor duca di Modena, ed. I. Andreae (Frankfurt, 1713), pp. 93–108. See also, L. A. Muratori, Delle Antichità Estensi ed Italiane, part 2 
(Modena, 1740), pp. 433–504. Muratori, argues here (pp. 435–6) that many documents proving Alfonso’s marriage with Eustochia were 
kept secret by the Apostolic Chamber authorities, and that (p. 440) many of those held in the Roman Curia might prove the legitimacy 
of this union even further.
	 24	 An example of the documents found by the Modenese historian can be found in Muratori, Delle Antichità, part 2, p. 495 and pp. 
510–11. For Leibniz and Muratori’s role in the search for documents in favor of the Este cause, cf. S. Bertelli, Erudizione e storia in Ludovico 
Antonio Muratori (Naples, 1960), p. 153 ff.; also Fonti per la storia degli archivi, pp. 452 and 481; and O. Rombaldi, Il Duca Francesco I 
d’Este 1629–1658 (Modena, 1992), passim, for a case involving stolen documents concerning Comacchio. For Muratori’s exchanges 
with German-speaking erudites of his time, see F. Marri and others, Lodovico Antonio Muratori und Deutschland: Studien zur Kultur- und 
Geistesgeschichte der Frühaufklärung (Frankfurt am Main, 1997).
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historical processes that also led to important changes in statecraft. This unpublished correspondence 
concerning forgotten papers symbolizes and testifies the effects that the growth of state power and 
bureaucracy and a general evolution of the forms of political dominion had in terms of archival history: 
a notable impact on the formation and rearrangement of archives. Indeed, the story of the physical 
formation of the Vatican archives, which also occurred via the centralization of peripheral archives, 
interrelates to the episode at the core of this research, since the documents that were discovered in 
1633 were brought to the Vatican in Rome, much like other papers seized by papal authorities in the 
city of Ferrara after devolution.

*
One more point must be raised concerning the contents of this little-known correspondence between 
Francesco d’Este and his agents. On the one hand, this case study can be understood as a simple 
episode in the history of the archives of a ruling family, a Signoria. On the other, this case exemplifies 
a story pertaining to either the seizing of documentary evidence or the deliberate fabrication of 
counterfeit documents and/or the dissemination of fake information relating to legal and diplomatic 
quarrels, in ways that uncover the mentality behind the uses and the concept of archives that belonged 
to the authors of the letters. The euphoric tone of Gavassini’s first letter about the discovery of the 
papers, and the emphasis he himself and some of the Este agents put on the possibility of recovering 
these documents as well as using them as a powerful weapon against the Roman Curia, both expose 
a mentality that attributed an extraordinary potential to the archive, the ability to reverse political 
and legal acts of historical importance. The events described in the letters exchanged between 
Duke Francesco and his agents, therefore, reveal cultural and political expectations that disclose an 
unconditioned reliance on the authority of written records as well as a desperate hope in the power 
of archives and archival practices.25 Texts such as the ones mentioned above show that the duke and 
his representatives truly, and with a dose of desperation, believed that some documents of the Este 
archives, or perhaps found in the archives of the Holy Roman Empire, could provide evidence in 
support of their claims over Ferrara as well as over the region of Comacchio.

Due to the problems relating to the physical organization of the archives, moving the Este Secret 
Archive to Modena rapidly spread this conviction first and foremost among the rulers of the House of 
Este: hope that some forgotten documents, some remainder of the privileges, charters or notarial acts 
involuntarily left in Ferrara could provide evidence reversing the 1598 devolution of the city to the 
Roman Church. This kind of hope in archives is documented, for instance, by the Secretary Sacrati’s 
closing remarks in his letter on the discovery of the documents, about the ‘truth’ of the imperial 
investiture of Ferrara to the House of Este that, he argued, had been concealed by the Roman Curia: 
‘It will please God to shed light on this wickedly concealed truth at once!’26 Sacrati shows real and at 
the same time abstract confidence that some kind of written evidence would eventually spring forth, 
providing means for revenge to the Este family.

*
To conclude, this story can be seen as an example of the changing role assigned to archives by early 
seventeenth-century European political and juridical cultures, much like the examples from German 
language archives recently described by Randolph Head and the case of the ius archivi.27 The seizure 
by papal authorities of the documents found in the castle of Ferrara originally belonging to the House 
of Este, formally still considered Este property according to the devolution agreements,28 testifies to 

	 25	 See A. J. Gilliland and M. Caswell, ‘Records and their imaginaries: imagining the impossible, making possible the imagined’, 
Archival Science, xvi (2016), 53–75.
	 26	 See Appendix 2.
	 27	 Head, ‘Documents, archives, and proof around 1700’.
	 28	 According to the 1598 Devolution agreement, Duke Cesare d’Este had the right to bring his own archives to Modena, although 
under supervision of the Papal Legate, Cardinal Aldobrandino: ‘Capitulationi tra N.S. Papa Clemente VIII et il S.D. Cesare d’Este. Nella 
pace et accomodamento delle cose di Ferrara et suo ducato. A’ dì 13 gennaro 1598 in Faenza. Et confirmati in Concistoro alli 19 detto 
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the developments in the uses of archives that were ongoing at the time in the Italian peninsula. Indeed, 
the Roman governors in Ferrara continued seizing any documents potentially dangerous to the pope’s 
claimed rights over Ferrara and its surrounding territories. For example, a few years later, in 1639, 
the Roman Apostolic Chamber’s agents in Ferrara illegally seized notarial documentation relating to 
the rights of the House of Este over salt production in Comacchio (another contested issue between 
Rome and Modena).29

Therefore, on the one hand, the events examined in this article provide further evidence of how 
the increasing authority of the Roman Curia was reinforced by a specific process of centralization of 
the archives in the Vatican. In fact, this case demonstrates the Curia’s continued attempts to gather 
documents pertaining to every aspect of state building and international relations, documents to be 
used, in this and other instances, to justify the pope’s policies of territorial expansion in Central Italy. 
On the other hand, these historical events confirm that archives had a huge role in state and diplomatic 
conflicts, including the conflict between the Vatican and the House of Este, since its inception.

As a final remark, it should be reiterated that everything about the story narrated in the 
correspondence between Duke Francesco and his agents is one small piece of a larger ‘War of Papers’ 
and reveals how archives came to be an object of, as well as instruments in, conflict. As Stéphane 
Péquignot has recently pointed out, archives controlled by either public or private authorities became 
increasingly subject to political or social control through obstacles to consultation and the seizing 
and voluntary destruction of documents.30 In this regard, the real confidence that newly recovered or 
rediscovered documents could eventually help the Este cause, shown by some of the protagonists of 
this story, was a symptom of the same increasing awareness about the opportunity to use archives as 
political or legal weapons.

At the same time, the episode shows a sensitivity towards archives as both cultural and legal 
monuments, that is, the true means of memorial and historical identity for a ruling family such as the 
House of Este, which also represents state memory in the case of early modern established princely 
houses. It is worth remembering, in this regard, that the confutation of the genealogic model hinging 
on the figure of Lady Eustochia, the subject of the Este agents' correspondence with Duke Francesco, 
was a constituent part of the official response given by the Papal Curia to the 1629 legal action brought 
about by Duke Cesare d’Este against the Apostolic Chamber over the possession of Comacchio.31 The 
promotion of this genealogical model, as shown by Jane Fair Bestor and Laura Turchi, was rooted in 
an attempt to remove what may have been considered the embarrassing presence of close relatives 
considered illegitimate by the Duke, who, however, was officially invested with fiefs and estates in both 
Ferrara and Modena.32 In any case, in 1633, the opportunity offered to Duke Francesco to build on 
newly documented genealogical sources would have been an important instrument in the long-term 
ongoing conflict with the Roman Apostolic Chamber opened by the devolution of Ferrara.

For the early seventeenth-century House of Este, the construction of a specific historical memory 
through the revival of a specific genealogic model as well as through the legal use of documentary 
material from archives was part of the same cultural and political policies aimed at keeping hopes for 
the recovery of Ferrara alive.

[...] Che sia permesso al Sig. Don Caesare di portare et mandar fuori di Ferrara nelli Stati suoi Imperiali liberamente e senza alcuno 
impedimento tutte le sue gioie, ori, argenti, et altre cose pretiose [...] et possa anco mandare nelli detti suoi Stati tutte le scritture del suo 
Archivio et i libri di Camera da vedersi con l’intervento di chi sarà deputato dall’Illustrissimo sig. card. Aldobrandino, per haversi sua signoria 
illustrissima a ritenere quelle scritture che si troveranno appartenente alla Sede Apostolica, et alle ragioni della Camera di Ferrara... [...] 
Publicati in Ferrara il dì 28 Gennaro 1598’, Capitulationi fatte tra n.s. papa Clemente 8. et il s.d. Cesare da Este. Nella pace, & accomodamento 
delle cose di Ferrara, & suo ducato. Adì. 13. gen. 1598 (Rome, 1598). Italics added. See also A. Gasparini, Cesare d’Este e Clemente VIII 
(Modena, 1960), p. 163 and 215 ff.
	 29	 For an example, see the entry ‘Note riguardanti il conflitto tra la Camera apostolica e gli Este, e un furto operato da un commissario 
pontificio ai danni di un notaio. S.l., 8-15 feb. 1639’, in Fonti per la storia degli archivi, p. 452.
	 30	 See S. Péquignot’s introduction to Les conflits d’archives.
	 31	 See Il domino temporale della sede Apostolica sopra la citta di Comacchio per lo spazio continuato di dieci secoli esposto a un ministro di 
un principe: impressione terza. Si aggiunge la difesa del medesimo dominio, nella quale ancor si giustifica la ricuperazione del ducato di ferrara 
fatta dal pontefice clemente VIII. e l’antichissima sovranita della Chiesa romana in tuti i suoi stati. Per la sede apostolica, in risposta alle tre ultime 
Scritture pubblicate in contrario (Rome, 1629), pp. 312–17. It is interesting to note that the genealogic model promoted by the House 
of Este included a gallery of portraits conceived by Pirro Ligorio in 1577, which was also subject to looting and plundering by Roman 
cardinals, see L. Silingardi, ‘Il ritratto del duca Cesare d’Este di Frans Pourbus il giovane dell’Accademia nazionale di scienze, lettere e arti 
di modena’, Accademia Nazionale delle Scienze Lettere ed Arti di Modena, Memorie Scientifiche, Giuridiche, Letterarie, ser. ix, iii (2019), 66–7.
	 32	 See note 16 above.
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A P P E N D I X
  This research is based on a survey and analysis of the documents collected in an important archival 
file preserved in the Archivio di Stato di Modena, dedicated to the history of the Este Archives: 
Archivio di Stato di Modena, Cancelleria, Sezione Generale, Archivio Segreto Estense, 7, which includes 
originals of Cesare Gavassini and the Duke’s letters to Fulvio Testi (the latter are partly encrypted, 
accompanied by their draft copies), other original documents (partly encrypted), and further draft 
copies of letters sent to both Count Scipione Sacrati and Fulvio Testi dating from the same period. 
The original of Gavassini’s letter to the Duke is only available in this file. This dossier (also mentioned 
and briefly studied by Laura Turchi and Marco Folin)33 was prepared by ducal archivists/chancellors, 
presumably with the collaboration of Fulvio Testi, who was one of the very same protagonists of this 
story, in the same period or only a few years later (specifically, not later than the early 1640s).

The creation of this kind of file refers to new documentary practices that slowly but firmly changed 
the nature of the Este archives at the beginning of the seventeenth century. As Laura Turchi has 
recently argued, the case of the office and repositories (of the diplomatic correspondence) known as 
Grotta during the early decades of the century provides an example of this kind of switch in archival 
practices. Indeed, during Cesare I and Francesco’s duchies, a generational transition took place: expert 
chancellors were lost and were replaced by unskilled secretaries such as Testi, who was a literate and 
a diplomat, rather than an archivist. The diminishing function of the chancery archives of the Grotta 
(managed by professional archivists) in favour of the family Secret Archives (precisely the archival 
series in which this dossier is still preserved) was, in the first instance, a result of this loss of capable 
personnel that contributed to this shift. Testi, however, contributed to shaping new policies focussed 
on reinforcing the prestige of the House of Este through diplomacy and culture. Tentative uses of 
papers for dynastic goals came alongside this strategy in international relations.

Particularly, after moving the archives to Modena for the 1598 devolution, the Este Dukes’ policies 
in archival matters show an effort to establish political control over the diplomatic affairs as a reaction 
to their diminishing power consequent to the loss of Ferrara. Their efforts to reassess their dynastic 
prestige through cultural patronage came together with the use of archives for the same purpose. 
Reassessing the Este dynastic past, alongside their right to rule over Ferrara, was part of this practice. 
Testi played a crucial role in these developments, as explained by Gianvittorio Signorotto. Not only 
was he assigned a new role as a non-professional archivist in preparing a new inventory of the Archivio 
Segreto, but he was also a protagonist in the development of a new cultural and diplomatic model that 
informed the Este administration during the early decades of the seventeenth century.34

Also, the present appendix shows an extremely relevant excerpt from a letter sent from Scipione 
Sacrati to Duke Francesco I, extracted from a copy preserved in a later dossier presumably prepared by 
nineteenth-century historian of the Este Archives, Giuseppe Campi35 (Archivio di Stato di Modena, 
Cancelleria, Sezione Generale, Archivio Segreto Estense, 23, unnumbered folios. Namely, collected in an 
envelope titled ‘Storia dell’Archivio, memorie ed appunti’).

Please note that this correspondence is not included in the volumes of Testi’s letters.36 It remained 
confidential, as proved by the vast use of encryption. However, among the documents already 
published, one of Testi’s letters, dating 9 November 1633, refers to an undefined ‘negozio’ to be 
discussed in a private audience with the pope that might be referred to the dispute around the papers 
discovered in Ferrara’s castle.37 A passage from the published dispatches, which refers to a not well-
defined letter ‘written in his own hand by Testi’, hints at the secret correspondence between the Duke 
and Testi: ‘per quei rispetti ch’Ella intenderà da un’altra lettera che le scrivo di mio proprio pugno’.38

	 33	 See Turchi, ‘Matrimoni e memoria’, p. 817, and M. Folin, Rinascimento Estense. Politica, cultura, istituzioni di un antico stato italiano 
(Rome-Bari, 2001), pp. 43–4.
	 34	 See G. Signorotto, ‘Diplomazia e prestigio dinastico. Fulvio Testi e la ripresa della reputazione estense’, and L. Turchi, ‘Archivi 
dell’informazione e diplomazia nell’età di Cesare I e Alfonso III d’Este’, in Modena estense. La rappresentazione della sovranità, ed. G. 
Signorotto and D. Tongiorgi (Rome, 2018), pp. 1–42 and 43–70.
	 35	 G. Campi, ‘Cenni storici intorno all’archivio segreto estense, ora diplomatico’, Atti e memorie delle Regie deputazioni di storia patria 
delle province modenesi e parmensi, xi (1864), 335–62.
	 36	 F. Testi, Lettere, ed. M. L. Doglio (3 vols., Bari, 1967).
	 37	 See Testi, Lettere, ii. 462.
	 38	 See Testi, Lettere, ii. 470, letter of 16 Nov. 1633.
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The Duke’s Agents and Correspondents

Fulvio Testi: At the time, he was an experienced diplomat at Este’s service. As shown by Gianvittorio 
Signorotto, he entered the court very young in 1618. He became a ducal librarian, then secretary 
of the Chamber.39 In light of his long-time role as Este agent and ambassador, he was often asked 
to provide confidential support to the Duke.

Count Scipione Sacrati: A member of the Ferrara family of the marquises of San Valentino, former 
councillor of Chamber in 1617–18 and secretary of Caesar in 1625, then secretary of Francesco I. 
Testi mentions him in connection with diplomatic affairs in a letter from Rome dating 2 November 
1633.40

Cesare Gavassini: This historical figure has yet to be discovered, although he had a minor role among 
the duke’s agents. Laura Turchi and Marco Folin mention Gavassini in connection with a different 
episode and briefly refer to the events studied here.41

D O C U M E N TS

1.	 Letter from Cesare Gavassini (agent of the House of Este in Ferrara) to Duke Francesco I of 
Modena, 6 September 1633 [Archivio di Stato di Modena, Cancelleria, Sezione Generale, Archivio 
Segreto Estense, 7, unnumbered folios. Original]

Serenissimo Signore, mio Signore Padrone Clementissimo,
La domenica passata mi fu riferito da persona verdadiera [sic] che nel Castello di questa nostra 

città, con l’occasione del forarsi un uscio in certo muro, si sono trovate casualmente alcune scritture 
rinchiuse entro un vòlto vacuo di pietra, quale soprastà alla stanza che ultimamente fu destinata per lo 
suo Archivio dal Sig. Duca Alfonso secondo, mio padrone.

Io perciò la stessa sera circa le ventiquattro hore mi transferì in sul fatto per haverne qualche chiarezza di 
veduta; e per buona fortuna mi abbattì in un famiglio che quivi accendeva una lumiera, a cui con destrezza 
et attentione domandai s’egli mi sapesse dire per qual cagione si fosse fatto quello uscio: che mi rispose 
che le havea vedute e ch’erano di varie sorti, molte di carta pecorina, quali haveva sentito dire di strumenti, 
investiture e d’altra sorte, e che egli stesso n’haveva veduto alcune co’ suggelli grandi di piombo, con 
moltissime lettere ed altre scritture in foglio di carta di struzzi, le quali tutte insieme erano tante quante 
havevano riempito un sacco intiero, e ch’erano state portate in Segretaria. Dal rozzo parlare di costui 
compresi e m’imaginai che elleno siano scritture d’importanza, le quali a bello studio fossero state serrate 
dentro le quattro mura, e mi cadé anche nel pensiero che per aventura fossero appartenente alla sposalitio 
del Sig. Duca Alfonso primo con la sig.ra Eustocchia, che dal Sig. duca Ercole secondo fu poi occultato. Ma 
siansi pure di qualunque conditione, io stia certissimo che ogni volta tocchino alle ragioni della Serenissima 
Casa Estense faria a mio giudizio vana ogni diligentia che si facesse non solo per ritrarre di mano da questi 
Preti, ma neanche per haverne da essi pur una minima iustitia. Tuttavia, m’è paruto ad ogni buon fine 
rappresentare a Vostra Altezza Serenissima questo avvertimento, supplicandolo a ricordarselo dall’affetto 
zelante della dovuta mia devotione nel servigio di Lei; alla quale, facendo humilissima riverenzia, le auguro 
dal Serenissimo Iddio il colmo delle felicità. Di Ferrara, a’ dì 6 settembre 1633

Di Vostra Altezza Serenissima,
Minimo e fidelissimo servo,
Cesare Gavassini

	 39	 Signorotto, ‘Diplomazia e prestigio dinastico’, passim.
	 40	 See G. Martinelli Braglia, ‘Le scuderie ducali di Modena e l’intervento di Bartolomeo Avanzini’, Atti e memorie. Memorie scientifiche, 
giuridiche, letterarie, xviii (2016), 579–94, at p. 582; also Guerzoni, Le corti estensi, p. 304; and Testi, Lettere, ii. 459–61.
	 41	 Turchi, ‘Matrimoni e memoria’, p. 817; and Folin, Rinascimento Estense, p. 44.
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Milord, my Honored Lord,
Last Sunday I was told by a trustable person that in the Castle of this city of ours, on the occasion of 

drilling a door in a certain wall, some papers were accidentally found within a vaulted stone cavity, which is 
above the room that was previously allocated as his Archive by Lord Duke Alfonso the second, my master.

Therefore … I went to the place to get a clear idea of it by seeing it with my own eyes, and I was fortunate 
to run into an attendant of the castle … I cautiously questioned him … He replied that he saw them [the 
papers], that they were of different sorts, and that many of them were parchments, which he heard could be 
privileges, investitures and others of the same sort; and he himself had seen some with large lead seals, with 
many letters and other writings on Ostrich paper,42 which all together were as many as to fill a whole bag, 
and which had been taken to the Secretariat. From his crude discourse, I understood and I imagined that they 
are important writings, which had been shut up inside the four walls, and I also fell into the thought that by 
chance they derived from the marriage of Lord Duke Alfonso I with Lady Eustochia, which were later hidden 
by Duke Ercole II. However, whatever kind of writing they might be, you can be sure that I will do every 
diligence not only to seize them from those Priests but also to have at least a bit of justice done. In any event, I 
thought that it was important to send Your Highness this alert, begging him to keep me as a diligent servant. 
I wish you the best of happiness from God. Ferrara, 6 September 1633,

I am of Your Serene Highness,
Your humble and loyal servant,
Cesare Gavassini

2.	 Extracts from a letter from Scipione Sacrati, secretary to the House of Este, to Duke Francesco 
I, 17 October 1633 [Archivio di Stato di Modena, Cancelleria, Sezione Generale, Archivio Segreto 
Estense, 23, unnumbered folios. Copy of the original letter by a nineteenth-century hand]

Quanto alle scritture ritrovate a Ferrara da quel Cardinale Legato, io farò tutte le imaginabili 
diligenze per servire la Vostra Alteza come desidera, massime in negozio di questa sorte, stando 
per la prattica di penetrare se siano state mandate qua, et che cosa contenghino, benché io stimi la 
riuscita difficilissima; né perdonerò a alcuna spesa perché veramente se fossero scritture della materia 
significatami da Vostra Altezza, et come io certo concorro nel crederlo, stante la qualità del loco 
dove si sono ritrovate, porterebbero seco la maggior conseguenza che possa maii considerarsi per la 
serenissima casa. Piacerà a Dio di illuminare una volta questa verità tanto malignamente occultata!

As for the writings found in Ferrara by Cardinal Legato, I will do everything in my power to serve Your 
Highness as he wishes, especially in affairs of this kind. I will do this to understand whether they have been 
sent here [to Rome] or not, and what they contain, although I consider the success of this endeavor quite 
difficult to achieve; I will not omit any expense, for if they really are writings of the kind indicated by Your 
Highness, as I certainly also believe, considering the quality of the place where they were found, they would 
bring with them the greatest consequences that can ever be imagined for the magnificent House of Este. It will 
please God to shed light on this wickedly concealed truth at once!

3.	 Letter from Duke Francesco I to Fulvio Testi, Este ambassador at the papal court, 26 October 
1633 [Archivio di Stato di Modena, Cancelleria, Sezione Generale, Archivio Segreto Estense, 7, 
unnumbered folios. Draft, partly encrypted, accompanied by its decrypted copy]

Il Conte Sacrati ci havea proposto il far instanza a Nostro Signore per le scritture ritrovate in 
Ferrara nel Castello, e mettea in consideratione alcuni particolari che supponea opportuni al 
qualificare e coonestare la dimanda. Non approviamo il far di ciò molto per ora, perché non s’ha 
dubbio che un’assoluta negativa occulterà per sempre il vero col render nell’avvenire impossibile 
il rintracciarne notizia intiera. Riputiamo, però, necessario l’applicare a qualche artificio. Perciò 
vogliamo riconoscere il contenuto di esse scritture e per cui si apra la strada al recuperarle. È 

	 42	 ‘Ostrich paper’: ‘carta di struzzi,’ in the original Italian vernacular, which means Autruche, Oesterreich/Austrian paper.
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rimesso all’esattezza della Vostra sollecitudine il tentar ogni strada per risapere che scritture siano 
coteste. Schopertosi dove siano, potrassi satisfare al far prova se con qualche donativo succedesse 
di cavarle di mano a chi se ne ha in cura. Di sì gran negozio potete tener proposito col medesimo 
Conte Sacrati per divisare e risolvere quello che giudicherete partito più facile e sicuro a far movere 
in ciò quel che può riuscire a servizio segnalato di questa Casa. Vi si manda ad ogni buon fine copia 
della medesima lettera che scrive il Conte Sacrati; e aspettando dalla Vostra sagacità i soliti effetti in 
ordine alle nostre soddisfazioni, vi preghiamo da Dio vero bene.

Di Modena, 26 ottobre 1633,
Francesco I

Count Sacrati had proposed that we make official request to the Pope for the papers found in the Castle of 
Ferrara, and he put into consideration some details that he supposed were appropriate to qualify and make 
legitimate this request. We do not approve of this for the moment, as there is no doubt that an unequivocally 
negative reply would hide the truth forever, making it entirely impossible to find any trace of them in the 
future. We therefore believe it necessary to apply some kind of artifice. Accordingly, we want to know the 
content of those writings that are capable of opening a way to have them back. It is up to you to try every path 
to learn about what kind of documents they are. After having found out where they are, it will be appropriate 
to test whether possible – with some gifts – to take them from the hands of those who look after them. You can 
discuss this important affair with the same Count Sacrati to set things up and provide a solution to everything 
in the easiest and safest way needed to have this service done to the Este House. To any good end, we send 
you a copy of the same letter written by Count Sacrati. Thus, attending from Your sagacity the usual positive 
effects, we wish you all the very best from God.

Modena, 26 October 1633,
Francesco I.

4.	 Letter from Duke Francesco I to Fulvio Testi, Este ambassador at the papal court, 26 October 
1633 [Archivio di Stato di Modena, Cancelleria, Sezione Generale, Archivio Segreto Estense, 7, 
unnumbered folios. Draft copy of the original letter by a seventeenth-century hand]

Al Conte Sacrati.
Havendo [prec. by Hav-, then Hav- strikethrough] fatta riflessione alla proposta contenuta nella 

lettera scrittà alli 19 del cadente, intorno al particolare delle scritture ritrovate in Ferrara, risolviamo 
che per ora si sospenda il richiederne Sua Beatitudine anche con quelle condizioni che nella Vostra 
accennate. Riputiamo però necessario l’usare ogni altra diligenza per haver notitia della qualità di esse 
scritture e quando si penetri che siano in mano di persona da cui col mezzo di qualche donativo si 
possano ricuperare, almeno per quelle che più saranno conosciute importanti vogliamo che non si 
lasci mezzo intentato per haverle. Non si guardi di danaro, perché troppo grande interesse risulterebbe 
dal ricuperarle. Sopra di ciò potrete disporrre col Cavalier Testi, mettendo poi alla diligenza di lui quel 
vi serva che non potrete voi assistere essendo in punto di partire. E qui col sollecitarvi all’esser quanto 
prima in viaggio, vi preghiamo da Dio vero bene.

To Count Sacrati,
Having thought about the proposal as to the letter from the 19th of the current month on the possibility of 

making an official request concerning the papers found in Ferrara, we decided that for the moment, it is better 
to suspend it even at the conditions mentioned in your letter. We consider, however, necessary to use every 
diligence to have news of the quality of these writings; and when it is understood that they are in the hands 
of a person from whom, by means of some donative, they can be recovered, at least those that are known as 
more important, we do not want to leave unfinished a half-attempt to obtain them. Do not beware of money, 
because too much interest would result from their recovery. You can rely on Sir Testi by asking for his advice 
on everything you cannot attend personally since you are about to leave. Urging you to take your trip at your 
earliest convenience; we wish you all the best from God.
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228  •  Documents hidden behind a wall

5.	 Extracts from a letter from Fulvio Testi, Este ambassador at the papal court, to Duke Francesco 
I, 9 November 1633 [Archivio di Stato di Modena, Cancelleria, Sezione Generale, Archivio Segreto 
Estense, 7, unnumbered folios. Copy of the original letter by a seventeenth-century hand]

Il negozio delle scritture di cui Vostra Altezza mi fa motto nella sua delli 26 del passato, è di 
grandissima conseguenza, ma non è punto minore la difficultà che senza dubbio incontrerassi nel 
rintracciare la verità del fatto. Il ripiego che propone il co. Sacrati... è buono in apparenza, ma non 
riuscirà forse in praticarlo. I preti non sono così balordi, né il papa, e tanto motivo che vedendo 
nominare scritture di Ferrara non siano subito per immaginarsi ove tendano le diligenze; che fossero 
poi per confessare la verità, quando pure contenessero quello di che dubita, e che il rimorso delle 
coscienza inducesse il papa a rendere scritture che mettessero in chiaro la restituzione di Ferrara, io 
per me non voglio essere tanto semplice che lo creda.

The affair of the papers mentioned by His Highness’s letter of 26 last month is of significant consequence. 
However, there are still difficulties in finding out the truth about the fact. The stopgap proposed by Count 
Sacrati … is only good as far, but it is perhaps impossible to put it into practice. The priests are not so foolish, 
nor is the Pope, that hearing about writings from Ferrara they are not immediately to imagine where the 
coach is headed. Assuming that [the documents] contained such information [that is, proof of the marriage 
between Duke Alfonso and Eustochia], which I doubt, I do not want to be so simple as to believe that they 
[that is, the priests and the Pope] were then to confess the truth and that the remorse of conscience would 
induce the Pope to give us back writings that were to make clear/support the restitution of Ferrara.
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