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ABSTRACT 

The documents kept at the Official Archives of Naples, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Envelope 4362, 

Affari Riservati dell’On. W. Ed. Gladstone 1851, have provided new information to reconstruct the 

genesis of the Two Letters to the Earl of Aberdeen on the state prosecutions of the Neapolitan 

government and the reactions they aroused at international level. As can be inferred from the 

documents, the Letters were written by Gladstone at Lord Aberdeen’s request in order to obtain a 

detailed and truthful account of what Gladstone had seen in the jails of the Kingdom of the Two 

Sicilies to be submitted, through diplomatic channels, to the attention of the Neapolitan 

Government so thet they would take measures.  It emerges the reliability of Gladstone’s statements 

in reference to the abuses of the Bourbon government, the abuses both of the judiciary and of the 

police and the abuses suffered by Neapolitan political prisoners, in particular, by Carlo Poerio. 

The essays of foreign scholars, Denis Reidy, Steve Soper and Pierre-Marie Delpu, illustrate the 

dynamics that preceded the journey to Naples of the illustrious statesman, the publication of the 

Letters and the effective use of the press to convey his humanitarian message. 
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            When the Two letters to the Earl of Abedeen on the state prosecutions of the Neapolitan 

Government (John Murray, London, 1851) were published by W.E. Gladstone, they caused 

a great stir in Europe and in the United States of America because they revealed the abuses 

of the Bourbon government, the abuses both of the judiciary and of the police and the 

abuses suffered by the Neapolitan political prisoners, in particular, by Carlo Poerio, the 

major exponent of the moderate Neapolitan liberal party, who was unjustly imprisoned 

after being accused by Luigi Jervolino, who was paid to bear false witness, of belonging to 

the Italian Unity Sect. It should be noted that it is widely documented that the Bourbon 

government used paid witnesses to build false accusations against the people who were 

targeted. In particular, the Bourbon police used camorra to stalk and spy on the liberals. 

Carlo Poerio was not a revolutionary, but was fundamentally a constitutionalist, which 

was well highlighted by Gladstone, who said that unfortunately being a constitutionalist 

in the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, ended up being a felony. Carlo Poerio was against the 

Bourbon absolutism and aspired to the realization in the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies of a 

constitutional monarchy, having by model the English constitutional monarchy. 

 

The book Carlo Poerio e William Gladstone. Le due Lettere al Conte di Aberdeen sui processi 

politici del governo napoletano (1851). I documenti dell’Archivio di Stato di Napoli (Carlo Poerio 

and William Gladstone. Two letters to the Earl of Abedeen on the state prosecutions of the 

Neapolitan Government 1851. The documents of the Official Archives of Naples) originated from 

the discovery, by Dr. Gaetano Damiano, Official Librarian of the Officilal Archives of 

Naples, of the Envelope 4362, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Affari Riservati dell’On. W. Ed. 

Gladstone 1851. This is the conspicuous diplomatic correspondence of Giustino Fortunato, 

Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, concerning the publication 

of Gladstone’s Letters, which also includes unpublished letters by William Gladstone, 

Lord Aberdeen and Lord Palmerston addressed to the Prince of Castelcicala, Ambassador 

of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies to London.  The book is the result of the analysis, 

selection, transcription and translation of these documents and it also includes the 

translation of essays written by foreign scholars, Denis Reidy, Steve Soper and Pierre-

Marie Delpu, who illustrate the dynamics that preceded the journey to Naples of the 
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illustrious statesman, the publication of the Letters and the effective use of the press to 

convey his humanitarian message. 

The Bourbon government attempted in various ways to refute Gladstone’s Letters, 

unfairly denying and concealing the ill-treatment of political prisoners. Above all, they 

denied that Carlo Poerio was forced to drag night and day a very heavy chain, which even 

today the pro-bourbons persist in denying. As Duke Sigismondo Castromediano narrates, 

the chain "is a thread of sixteen oblong hoops, one to the other linked; it extends for more than three 

and a half meters, and, together with other devices, exceeds ten kilograms. Its hoarse screeching and 

perennial squeaking deafen and drive you mad. The chain is a perfidious serpent, to whom you must 

remain subject days, months and years, and it is not allowed to get rid of it even a moment; a 

tenaciously obstinate serpent that, while bites and clenches the coils with its teeth, crushes the 

intellect and annihilates life" (S. Castromediano, Carceri e Galere politiche, Memorie del 

Duca Sigismondo Castromediano, Congedo Editore, Martina Franca, 2005, p. 165). 

 

The revisionist theses went so far as to declare false the visit of the English politician to 

Carlo Poerio in the prison of Nisida and to maintain that he would later deny the veracity 

of his complaint, placing it in a plot organized by Lord Palmerston against the Bourbon 

monarchy. The documents presented in the book highlight the groundlessness of these 

theses and show that the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, attacked and isolated, in defending 

itself, strengthened ties with the conservative powers, resorted to systems of public 

opinion control, used corruption. For example, among the documents found at the Official 

Archives, it appears that the Royal Commissioner for Affairs of the Kingdom of the Two 

Sicilies in New York, Rocco Martuscelli, worried about the news that circulated in the 

American newspapers concerning Gladstone’s Letters, wrote to the king that he was ready 

to buy the silence of American journalists, evidently not unusual practice, given the 

weight of the press in conditioning the spheres of influence and consensus. In addition, 

other documents show that the Prince of Castelcicala, Ambassador of the Kingdom of the 

Two Sicilies in London, continually sent to Giustino Fortunato newspaper clippings that 

highlighted the uproar caused by Gladstone’s Letters. 

 

On August 23, 1851, he enclosed with a letter a clipping of the newspaper «The Times» 

where an article was published, written by the correspondent in Naples, concerning 
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Gladstone’s pamphlet. Castelcicala urged Giustino Fortunato to speak to the 

correspondent to induce him to correct his impressions. After Giustino Fortunato’s 

solicitations, in the September 13 issue, the same correspondent of the «Times» no longer 

supported Gladstone’s statements, contrary to what he had previously written in the 

article published on August 6. For this reason Castelcicala, in another letter of his, 

congratulated Fortunato. This prompts us to ask: what means did Giustino Fortunato use 

to make the English correspondent change his opinion? The documents also show that not 

only the refutations to Gladstone’s Letters were commissioned by the Bourbon 

government, but authors Alfonso Balleydier and Jules Gordon were well rewarded with 

rich gifts in brilliant by the Emperor of Austria and by the sovereign of the Kingdom of 

Two Sicilies, Ferdinand II of Bourbon.  

Gladstone’s Letters, a reliable testimony of Bourbon despotism 
 

Even today there are those who consider Gladstone’s assertions to be exaggerated, but 

there is numerous evidence of the reliability of his Letters, which constitute a fundamental 

and incontrovertible testimony to the ferocious Bourbon despotism and the rampant 

system of corruption. First of all, it is enough to read the Memoirs by Sigismondo 

Castromediano, who states: the Letters "unmasked the King and his government, tearing off 

their mask of hypocrisy, and placing them among the most unfair and tyrannical ones of modern 

times [...]. And in vain Giacinto de Sivo, in his History of the Two Sicilies from 1847 to 1871, tries 

to break down the strength and authority of those sublime letters, written in defense of outraged 

honor and humanity, and revealers of mysterious wickedness" (S. Castromediano, Carceri e 

Galere politiche, Memorie del Duca Sigismondo Castromediano, Congedo Editore, 

Martina Franca, 2005, p. 196; A. Poerio Riverso, Carlo Poerio e William Gladstone, 

Rubbettino 2020, p.35).  In the same way you can read the letter "To Mr Gladstone. Words of 

gratitude from Giuseppe Massari, former Member of the Neapolitan Parliament": "Your Letters to 

Lord Aberdeen are not only a good and noble and holy action, but a great political act, a real event. 

[...] The attitude of the Neapolitan government towards the supposed or true culprits of political 

crimes, you said, is an outrage to religion, to humanity, to civilization, and to decency: and with 



6 
 

these vibrant and decisive words you have given the most appropriate and exact definition, that 

never with human language can be given of the Neapolitan government" 

(http://www.risorgimento.it/rassegna/index.php?id=51487&ricerca_inizio=0&ricerca_q

uery=&ricerca_ordine=&ricerca_libera=; A. Poerio Riverso, Carlo Poerio e William 

Gladstone, Rubbettino 2020.p. 185). 

 

A further proof of the reliability of Gladstone’s assertions can be found in the letter written 

by the Bourbon prison on 10 April 1851 (before the publication of the Letters to Lord 

Aberdeen) by Antonio Scialoja and addressed to English economist Richard Cobden. Even 

Scialoja denounced the abuses suffered by liberal patriots, who claimed the Constitution, 

and the unjust judicial and police system of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies 

(http://www.risorgimento.it/rassegna/index.php?id=61864). 

 

The words addressed to Gladstone by Carlo Poerio, after his release, in a letter, kept at the 

British Library in London, written from Cork on 12 March 1859, testify the truthfulness of 

the pamphlet: "This will seem strangely absurd to you; yet nothing is more exactly historical than 

it. The truth often may not be verisimilar, especially when the anger of persecution studies all 

possible ways to convert a prison into a tomb of living men. And I also would have been deprived of 

that sweet consolation, without the audacity of a generous woman who was able to let it reach me, 

disappointing the assiduous vigilance and the indecent searches of the Police Commissioner, and the 

shameful swarm of brewers, of the keepers, of the torturers, and their assistants. And when by a 

lucky chance I was able to hold Lord Aristil’s hand (the only honest face I saw in ten years after You 

had honored me with a visit to Nisida) I did not fail to earnestly ask him to send to You my homage 

of admiration and gratitude. From that day on, my condition and that of my dear companions of 

misfortune were getting worse and worse, and with rapid and growing exasperation. Among a 

thousand victims thrown into the fetid lairs of jails, more than two hundred succumbed under 

pressure of hardship, of misery, of the weight of the chains, of the fetters, of the puntali, and of the 

other instruments of the fierce labour of their executioners. Gracious God willed that I should 

survive this slow and assiduous martyrdom of body and intelligence; but my health is now so 

stricken and broken, that my strength is failing"(in N. Coppola, Voci di Esuli politici meridionali, 

Istituto per la Storia del Risorgimento Italiano, Roma, 1965, p. 175; A. Poerio Riverso, Carlo 

Poerio e William Gladstone, p. 187).  

http://www.risorgimento.it/rassegna/index.php?id=51487&ricerca_inizio=0&ricerca_query=&ricerca_ordine=&ricerca_libera
http://www.risorgimento.it/rassegna/index.php?id=51487&ricerca_inizio=0&ricerca_query=&ricerca_ordine=&ricerca_libera
http://www.risorgimento.it/rassegna/index.php?id=61864
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Another document that attests to the reliability of Gladstone’s claims is Carlo Poerio’s 

letter addressed to the Director of the «Times» on 12 June 1860. Before the annexation of 

the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, some adversaries of the unity of Italy and the pro-

bourbons persisted in contradicting Gladstone’s pamphlet and in supporting the 

negationist thesis of the Neapolitan government, who tended to conceal the ill-treatment 

inflicted to Carlo Poerio and his fellow prisoners. A document of great importance brings 

us back to the painful odyssey suffered by Carlo Poerio in the Bourbon prisons. It is the 

statement to refute the gratuitous statements, made in the House of Commons in May 

1860, by the Honourable Sir John Pope Hennessy - one of the most tenaciously hostile 

conservatives to the Unity of Italy, - in defense of the Government of the Bourbons of 

Naples. Poerio, called directly by the speaker, turned to the editor of the London 

newspaper «The Times», who had published a large report of that speech, to accept the 

relative denial: “At the sitting of the House of Commons on 26 May, Mr. Hennessy, in his fervor 

of Bourbon zeal, claimed that the accusations, as foolishly ferocious and wildly tyrannical, against 

the Government of the Two Sicilies were all slanderous. To prove his assertion, with little good 

counsel, he mentioned my name; and with the solemnity of the deepest conviction he maintained 

that it was false that I carried the chain when I was subject to a dangerous operation. Indeed, he 

added that, although condemned to hard irons, I had never brought any chain. And to adduce a 

gleaming and ineluctable proof of his statement, he recalled a document of the Government 

Surgeons, in which it was said in very clear notes that I had never brought the chain, neither at the 

time of the operation, neither before, nor after. Sorry to have to contradict Mr. Hennessy and to 

upset the serenity of his conscientious persuasion, since the alleged fact that created his conviction 

and that inspired him to rise generous champion of the slandered Bourbon government, is false. The 

document invoked is not in my knowledge, nor will I bother to search for it, for whatever is attested 

by the Government of Naples, even if it is signed and sworn by all the medical faculty which he 

keeps at his disposal, it wouldn’t destroy my feelings. On February 4, as I said, I was led bound and 

with handcuffs with my companions from the prison of the Vicaria in the arsenal of Naples that 

underlies the Reggia. There I was shod with double chain and paired with my honourable friend the 

former judge Pironti, former Member of Parliament; our irons were reaffirmed on the anvil; we 

were dressed in prison clothes, then led over a small steamship, and immediately lowered into the 

bilge [...] all those condemned to the chains, not excluding the undersigned, always carried the 
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chain until the day of the commutation of the sentence. [... ] If such news is not enough for Mr. 

Hennessy, I will remind him that honourable Mr. Gladstone in Nisida found me with iron on my 

foot coupled with Mr. Pironti; that Lord Aristill who came to see me in Ischia accompanied by 

French vice-consul Mr. Chevalley de Rivaz, my old acquaintance, found me at the hospital not only 

with the iron on my foot, but at the puntale; that Mr Turner and Mr Guppy, English shopkeepers, 

who by commission of the Government came to visit the Prison of Montesarchio, found me with the 

iron on my foot. In fact, having asked me whether it was true that I had been operated on by the 

Surgeon retaining the chain, I answered yes and told them the fact in the presence of all the 

Authorities who accompanied them, that is, the Commander, the Captain of the garrison, the 

Inspector of Police, the Gendarmes, the cops, the torturers, and no one dared to challenge the truth 

of my tale." (in N. Coppola, Voci di Esuli politici meridionali, Istituto per la Storia del 

Risorgimento Italiano, Roma, 1965, pp. 290-293; A. Poerio Riverso, Carlo Poerio e William 

Gladstone, Rubbettino 2020, pp. 189-192). 

 

At this point it should be noted that Gladstone’s allegations, especially in reference to the 

arrest and trial of Carlo Poerio, are perfectly consistent with what the latter had stated in 

his speech before his judges. 

The trial and condemnation of Carlo Poerio. The genesis of Gladstone’s Letters  
 

It is essential to bear in mind that the political prosecution against the Sect of Unitarians, 

in which Carlo Poerio was unjustly involved, was nothing more than a process against the 

leaders of Neapolitan liberalism. It was precisely this that provoked the scandal that was 

internationally disapproved. This is the judgment pronounced on 31 January 1851 

(Decisione della Gran Corte Speciale di Napoli nella causa della setta l'Unità Italiana, Napoli, 

Stamperia del Fibreno, 1851, p. 117,121): Carlo Poerio was declared with six out of eight 

votes, guilty of belonging to l'Unità Italiana Sect; by unanimity, it was established that 

Carlo Poerio did not, by means of printed papers, provoked the people to commit an 

attack against the internal security of the state. Thi is a clear demonstration that the trial 

against Carlo Poerio was based exclusively on the false testimony of Luigi Jervolino, as 

Gladstone rightly stated. 
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As is well known, on 19 July 1849 Carlo Poerio was suddenly taken from his house, which 

was subjected to a search, and taken to prison.  The news of his arrest spread rapidly 

throughout Europe and many statesmen, writers and poets became interested in his case. 

Carlo Poerio became the "symbol of Neapolitan aspirations to freedom" (B. Croce, Una famiglia 

di patrioti, Laterza, Bari, 1919, p. 39). The harsh Bourbon repression, which began after the 

1848 revolution, filled the prisons of the Kingdom with numerous political prisoners 

awaiting their judgment in the Special Grand Courts and aroused strong controversy in 

the main European states among the liberals, who condemned the tyranny of the 

government, and the legitimists, clericals and conservatives, who denied the mistreatment 

of prisoners and approved the repressive measures adopted by the Neapolitan authorities.  

 

In England, the House of Commons had lively discussions between liberals and 

conservatives on this sensitive issue. Foreign Minister Lord Palmerston, leader of the 

Liberals (Whigs), opposed the complacent opinion of the Conservative Mps (Tories) and 

openly criticized the methods of both the Bourbon government and the Austrian 

government. In London political exile Antonio Genesio Maria Panizzi, who from 1831 

occupied a place of honour in the Library of the British Museum, in the Departement of 

Printed Books, used to have frequent and long conversations with William Gladstone and 

often spoke to him about the terrible conditions suffered by Italian political prisoners 

languishing in the prisons of Re Bomba (Ferdinando II di Borbone) in the Kingdom of 

Naples. This is amply explained by Denis Reidy in his article published by B.L.J. In the 

winter of 1850 Panizzi persuaded Gladstone to visit Naples not only because the warmer 

climate of that city would benefit the fragile health of his young daughter, but also 

because it would give Gladstone the opportunity to see, personally, what was happening 

in the Reign of King Ferdinand II, especially in his prisons. 

 

From the papers of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs a very important detail emerges: in 

October, before leaving for Naples, Gladstone paid a visit to Paolo Ruffo Principe di 

Castelcicala, Ambassador of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, in order to inform him of his 

imminent trip. After Gladstone’s visit, Prince Castelcicala addressed a letter to Foreign 

Minister Giustino Fortunato recommending him to welcome Gladstone to Naples with his 

usual courtesy and kindness. He presented Gladstone, to whom he had given a letter of 
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introduction to be delivered to Giustino Fortunato, as one of the most distinguished men of 

England, that was admired for wise administration and for undisputed solidity of political 

principles (A. Poerio Riverso, Carlo Poerio e William Gladstone, p. 153). 

 

Towards the end of October 1850, therefore, the English politician, who had already been 

in Italy in the past and in 1838 had met Alessandro Manzoni, went to Naples, for purely 

family reasons, as he himself specified in his letter (7 April 1851) to Lord Aberdeen, and 

not for the purpose of exercising any political censorship. He spent about four months in 

the Neapolitan city and got to know Giacomo Lacaita da Manduria, patron at the Civil 

Court and adviser at the British Legation in Naples. Lacaita explained that Poerio, for 

having supported the application, in the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, of English moderate 

constitutional institutions, was imprisoned and subjected to the monstrous process that 

was discussed at the Grand Special Court of the Vicaria.  Gladstone, who was well 

acquainted with Italian language, showed a keen interest in the process from the time of 

his arrival in Naples and assiduously attended those audiences, often accompanied by 

Lacaita. At the end of the trial, when the prisoners had been sentenced, Gladstone was also 

witness to the atrocities they suffered. He was able to visit Carlo Poerio in Nisida Prison in 

February 1851. Back to England, he felt compelled not to keep that distressing experience 

to himself, but to make it known to other people. 

 

At this point it is important to dwell on a letter written from Paris on 5 April 1851 by 

Baron Emidio Antonini, Ambassador of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies in France, to 

Giustino Fortunato. Baron Antonini had an interview with Mr. Brenier, Minister of 

Foreign Affairs of the French Government, who spoke to him about the news that spread 

in France and other European courts concerning the police system that dominated the 

Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, who in his opinion was the greatest enemy of the 

monarchical order in the Kingdom of Naples. 

 

As Baron Antonini stated, it was widely known that the police made arrests based solely 

on anonymous allegations and that prisoners languished months and years in prisons 

without any trial. Mr. Brenier asserted that such information came to France directly from 

Naples, by people of monarchical principles, and cited among others Lord Gladstone, 
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who, on his return from Naples, told Prince Louis Napoleon that the repressive methods 

of the Police kept under terror the best part of the population in Naples and in the 

provinces. Mr. Brenier was convinced that there would soon be interpellations in the 

French Assembly and in the British Parliament due to the widespread coverage of news 

from Naples. He was also convinced that if the prisoners, for whom a proper trial could 

not be instituted, were freed, all that clamour would come to an end. This shows that, if 

the judgment expressed in Gladstone’s Letters had the devastating effect for the Bourbon 

kingdom on international public opinion, as it is usually attributed to them, this was 

because that judgment was widely spread in Europe for a long time. Gladstone, returning 

to London, immediately told Lord Aberdeen what he had seen. He hoped that Lord 

Aberdeen would intervene so that the punishment of political prisoners would at least be 

mitigated. The letter dated 19 September 1851 is very reamarkable. It was addressed to 

Prince Castelcicala and written by Lord Aberdeen, who stated: "When Mr. Gladstone in the 

past spring returned from Naples expressed to me in strong terms how highly he had been 

impressed by all that he had seen and understood, around the way they are treated there political 

compromises, which led me to believe that the principles of justice and humanity were equally 

outraged. He proposed submitting the matter to Parliament, or making an appeal to the public in 

the press. I showed myself strongly opposed to such a proceeding; after that it seemed to me that far 

from being useful to the people whom he wanted to protect, it would probably aggravate their 

sufferings. I also believed that such a denunciation on the part of a conservative statesman and a 

friend of the Stable Governments, would give great encouragement to the plans of the rioters to the 

detriment of the cause of the monarchy in Italy and throughout Europe. Mr Gladstone agreed with 

me to suspend any public notion of the subject, provided that I had tried to obtain from the 

Napolitan government a favorable consideration of the current conditions of the individuals of 

which it is spoken, in order to promptly improve their fate […]. Having no knowledge of the 

circumstances, I prayed to Mr Gladstone, in whose honor and loyalty I had full faith, to compile a 

narrative of facts, but of those only which he could attest, so that I might have been able to use it in 

the most valid way to obtain the given purpose. From here you can see that the Letters, may be said 

to have been written at my request" (A. Poerio Riverso, Carlo Poerio e William Gladstone, 

Rubbettino, 2020, pp. 176-177). 
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Here the revisionists' insinuation that the Letters were written by Gladstone at the urging 

of Lord Palmerston finally falls. In his letter Lord Aberdeen made it clear that Gladstone’s 

pamphlet was the result of what he had personally observed in relation to the terrible 

punishment suffered by the Neapolitan political prisoners. He reiterated that Gladstone, in 

addition to being one of the most conscientious men, was incapable of asserting things of 

which he was not fully convinced. Moreover, he remarked that the dispatch sent to him by 

Giustino Fortunato, in response to Gladstone’s assertion, did not deny the inhumane 

treatment of prisoners, barbarously chained in pairs, nor did he show that any provision 

had been made to improve it. 

 

Soon after receiving Gladstone’s letter, Lord Aberdeen considered it appropriate to inform 

the Ambassador of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies in London, suggesting the possibility 

of preventing its publication if Ferdinand II had promised to mitigate the conditions of the 

patriots. Then, on 22 May, Lord Aberdeen sent a letter to Castelcicala enclosing a copy of 

the letter written to him by Gladstone. He informed Prince Castelcicala that he had 

persuaded Gladstone to suspend any attempt to make the content known to Members of 

Parliament and the public because he was sure of the injurious effect it could have had, as 

coming from a friend of the order and the Monarchical Government. He then invited 

Castelcicala to ensure that Ferdinand II would be informed of the contents of the 

statements. His desire was to contribute to the security and tranquility of the Neapolitan 

government. After long waiting, as his first letter to Lord Aberdeen had not had the 

desired result, Gladstone realized that it was time to publish it and wrote to Panizzi: “I 

must absolutely print next week, unless I learn that something good has been done”.  

 

At the basis of Gladsone’s initial hesitation with regard to the publication of the first letter, 

Coppola notes that before making this painful decision he wanted to be certain of Carlo 

Poerio’s approval. Encouraged by the words which Poerio had sent to him by his own 

name and those of other prisoners, on 7 July Gladstone also sent a letter to Prince 

Castelcicala, aware that he had already received from Lord Aberdeen a copy of his letter, 

to inform him of his decision. On 11 July the letter was published. After three days from 

the publication of the first letter, on 14 July, Gladstone published a second letter addressed 

to Lord Aberdeen, containing further information and clarifications.  
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Concerned for Gladstone’s Letters, Ambassador Emidio Antonini wrote to Giustino 

Fortunato from Paris on August 5, 1851, informing him that the influence of the pamphlet 

was going to be strongly felt in France. He had been urged by the editors of the French 

conservative newspapers to publish in the official journal of Naples a reply to Gladstone’s 

statements. He also pointed out that in England there was a strong resentment against the 

imprisonment of Carlo Poerio, whose notoriety was acquiring the proportions of Silvio 

Pellico’s Le Mie prigioni. Antonini concluded the letter by informing Marquis Fortunato 

that he would send to Castelcicala in London Alfonso Balleydier, author of the History of 

the Revolution of Rome, who, according to him, could be the right person to write a reply to 

Gladstone.  Castelcicala should have instructed him about it and given him the 

interrogations of Carlo Poerio before the Criminal Court (A. Poerio Riverso, Carlo Poerio e 

William Gladstone, pp. 167-168). 

The Purpose and Effects of Gladstone’s Letters 
 

It is necessary to point out that Gladstone’s Letters had exclusively a humanitarian 

purpose, unlike the Bourbon supporters’ statement, which claims that British 

government’s interests were hidden behind the gesture of the British politician. On the 

contrary, his aim was to preserve the European order and balance, which was largely 

disturbed by the news of the ferocious repression perpetrated by the Bourbon 

government. 

 

Gladstone observed that the 1848/49 persecution was appallingly more serious than the 

previous ones and was different mainly because it was directed against men of moderate 

opinion. In contravention of the Neapolitan law, which established that individual 

freedom was inviolable and that no one could be arrested without a special order from a 

court of justice, the government, through agents spied on people, made raids, very often at 

night, searched houses, confiscated papers and personal belongings under the pretext of 

looking for weapons and imprisoned people without any written permission, nothing but 

on the police’s word, without any statement about the charge. People were arrested not 

because they had committed, or were believed to have committed some crime, but because 
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it was thought convenient to get rid of them by imprisoning them and building false 

charges. The prisoners remained in prison for a long time before a trial. When any attempt 

to create a valid accusation failed, perjury and lies were used, thanks to false witnesses. 

The most horrifying thing was that the defendant was not given the opportunity to 

present any counter-testimony. 

 

All attempts made to refute Gladstone’s statements failed and even the Official Reply 

(Rassegna degli errori e delle fallacie pubblicate dal Sig. Gladstone in due sue lettere indiritte al 

conte Aberdeen sui processi nel Reame delle Due Sicilie, Stamperia del Fibreno, Napoli, 1851) of 

the Neapolitan Government did not reach the desired result. Gladstone published an 

accurate examination of the Official Reply of the Bourbon government (An examination of 

the Official Reply of the Neapolitan Government, John Murray, London 1852) stating that nine-

tenths of his allegations had passed in total silence. 

 

The effect of Gladstone’s pamphlet was unstoppable and in Europe the controversy 

between conservatives and liberals lasted for years. It was, however, necessary to wait a 

long time for decisions to be taken that could change the fate of Italy and of the Neapolitan 

political prisoners. Meanwhile, the political prisoners’ health conditions worsened day by 

day; some of them, exhausted, applied for pardon, others lost their lives. Many became 

unrecognizable. Carlo Poerio risked death from bronchitis. 

 

At the Congress of Paris in February 1856, Cavour publicly denounced the reactionary 

governments of Rome and Naples, which provided cause for disturbance of European 

peace, and obtained the consent of Clarendon and Walewski, ambassadors of England and 

France respectively. Accordingly, on 19 May 1856, Sir William Temple, Minister of 

England at the Court of Naples, communicated to Minister Carafa a note from the British 

government which, in order to achieve an improvement in diplomatic relations, called for 

a new system of internal politics and for a general amnesty. The Neapolitan government 

was urged to administer justice properly and to guarantee individual freedom, but 

Minister Carafa factually replied that the prisoners received human treatment and that 

their health conditions were good.  
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The obstinate attitude of the Neapolitan government caused France and England to sever 

diplomatic relations with the Bourbon court in late 1856 and provoked a strong dispute 

between the supporters and opponents of the Bourbons in the press and in the legislative 

assemblies, especially British and French. Slander and insinuation were used to discredit 

even more prisoners. In this climate, at the end of 1858 Ferdinand II "understood that it was 

necessary to get rid of the political prisoners. Seeing the new tendencies of the spirits, he considered 

them to be a danger to the dynasty. They were removed from the prisons of Montesarchio and Santo 

Stefano, embarked in Naples on the Strongoli, driven to America" (R. De Cesare, Carlo Poerio, 

Estratto dal «Giornale di Napoli», n. 126, 8 maggio 1867; A. Poerio Riverso, Carlo Poerio e 

William Gladstone, Rubbettino, 2020, p. 64). 

 

Carlo Poerio, released from prison, in 1859 was sentenced, along with his fellows, 

including Settembrini, Spaventa and Castromediano, to perpetual exile from the Kingdom: 

on 19 February he was embarked on the Stewart steamship, but fortunately, thanks to the 

intervention of Settembrini’s son, Raphael, embarked in disguise, the route of the ship, 

that was to deport him to America, was diverted and so he and his companions 

disembarked in Queenstown, in Ireland, where they finally regained their freedom and 

received a very warm welcome. 

Carlo Poerio, Gladstone and the political prisoners in the international research 
 

The second part of the book Carlo Poerio and William Gladstone. Le due Lettere al Conte di 

Aberdeen sui processi politici del governo napoletano (1851) is dedicated to the translation of 

essays edited by foreign scholars Denis Reidy, Steven Soper and Pierre-Marie Delpu. 

Denis Reidy (former Director of the Italian and Greek Section of the British Library) 

illustrates the active role of Anthony Panizzi, exile in London, which kept in close contact 

with other political exiles in Britain and managed to keep the question of the Unification of 

Italy on the British political agenda. Reidy points out that Foreign Minister Lord Aberdeen 

was explicitly asked by Metternich to contribute to the preservation of the European order 

established by the Congress of Vienna, thus discouraging Mazzini and other patriots’ 

revolutionary activities. Lord Aberdeen instructed Sir James Graham (Home Secretary) to 

order the British postal service to intercept and open correspondence from foreign political 
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exiles. The contents of their letters were then transmitted, via the Austrian Embassy in 

London, to the Austrian authorities in Italy. Reidy also highlights Panizzi’s role in keeping 

Gladstone constantly informed about the situation of the Neapolitan political prisoners. 

The conversation that Panizzi held in Naples with Re Bomba is emblematic. Next to this, 

Reidy describes the vain attempt studied by Panizzi, together with Gladstone and 

Garibaldi, for Luigi Settembrini’s escape from the prison of Santo Stefano and tells the 

very warm welcome to the Neapolitan political prisoners in the United Kingdom. 

 

Steven Soper (Professor at the University of Georgia, Department of History) states that 

the story of the Neapolitan political prisoners seems to mark a new chapter in human 

rights history: the first time that the conditions of imprisonment become a central issue - 

indeed a "cause célèbre " - of international politics and diplomacy.  He also states that 

Gladstone saw his human rights campaign as a bulwark against future instability in 

Europe. Soper also dwells on the notoriety reached by political prisoners abroad after the 

spread of Gladstone’s Letters and he particularly states that in the spring of 1854 a writer 

of the «Morning Post» could say that "Poerio was as famous in England as he was in Italy”. 

The «Daily Mail» in London on March 10, 1858 attributed even greater fame to Poerio by 

writing that there was "probably hardly a man of culture in Great Britain, in the United States of 

America, in Piedmont or in Switzerland who had not felt in those years the fate of Poerio as a 

personal pain". According to Soper, Carlo Poerio’s fame extended to both old and new 

media. In this regard he did an in-depth archival research on the trend of the presence of 

the name of Carlo Poerio in the various newspapers of the time from the publication of the 

Letters to the liberation of the patriots. Before 1859, references to Carlo Poerio appeared in 

multiple poems, two novels, and public speeches given in London by the exiled Aurelius 

Saffi (who translated into English Poerio’s speech to his judges) and by Jessie White Mario. 

Before his release from prison, no other Neapolitan political prisoner had been portrayed 

in British newspaper illustrations. In this field, Poerio had even overtaken Garibaldi. 

Pierre-Marie Delpu (Casa de Velàzquez, Madrid) highlights how the international press 

helped to strengthen Carlo Poerio’s celebrity. This was greatly helped by the gradual entry 

of European societies into the logic of mass culture, of which the press was one of the 

major vectors. Carlo Poerio became a symbolic figure of the national and liberal 

movements supported by the English left-wing party in the name of humanitarian claims. 
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Delpu also cites the various newspapers that devoted extensive articles to Carlo Poerio’s 

detention, such as the «London Daily News», the «Illustrated London News», the «Globe», 

the «Times», but also the «Indépendance Belge», which qualifies the problem as the 

Affaire Poerio. He presents a list of the evolution of the references to Carlo Poerio in the 

British news press (count made from the information database of the British Newspaper 

Archive). The «Times» imposed itself in the mid-1950s as a decisive support for the 

prisoner. Delpu points out that the presence of his wax statue in the Museum of Mme 

Tussaud was widely commented on in the press at the time. He concludes that, despite the 

contrasting uses of which he was the subject, Carlo Poerio represented one of the main 

protagonists of the Italian national pantheon in formation, where the "living martyrs", 

using Mazzini’s words, had international notoriety sometimes higher than that of the 

fighters who died for their homeland.  

 

The book ends with an excerpt from the Parere frenologico sopra il Barone Carlo Poerio (in 

«Giornale della Reale Accademia di Torino», e Bollettino Ufficiale del Consiglio Super. di 

Sanità Anno IV- Vol. X, Tipografia di G. Favale e Comp., Torino 1851), edited by doctor, 

poet and patriot Biagio Gioacchino Miraglia, Carlo Poerio’s fellow prisoner in the prison of 

San Francesco. From the scientific examination of the conformation of Poerio’s skull, 

Miraglia deduces that it is impossible not to see in him "a man of high feelings and of the 

creative genius of the severe doctrines". Carlo Poerio "is one of those men that God creates 

sparingly on the earth." 

 

 


