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The built environment reflects and creates the community that formed it. 
Rituals and ritual spaces attempt to define community. Places do not have static 
meanings; their meanings change over time, and can be built or overthrown 
almost in an instant. Rome’s contemporary aspect as an open-air museum 
offers a tempting but illusory image of eternal stasis that conceals as much as it 
reveals about the medieval city. Its current state reflects nearly two centuries 
of archaeology aimed at exposing and preserving the ancient city first of all, 
if not exclusively. These archaeological programs were driven by successive 
ideologies and agendas, whether of the modern popes, European aristocrats 
on the Grand Tour, Italian nationalists, or Fascists. Before those, were the 
interventions of the Renaissance and Baroque papacy and Roman aristocracy 
that dramatically reshaped the city, its monuments, and its infrastructure with 
profound effect on European culture and cities as well. All of these moments 
of intervention placed comparatively little value on the medieval, and what 
remains of Rome of the Middle Ages often survived by happenstance, good 
fortune (for the medievalist), or to enshrine a particular narrative (Figure 1.1).

What remains, while far from complete, is impressive: scores of medieval 
bell towers, fortifications, family towers, domestic architecture, and, of course, 
churches. It is, however, precisely because much remains of the medieval fab-
ric of the city, and because the medieval written record is so conscious of the 
ancient monumental ruins that historians need to remind themselves that the 
medieval city they perceive, and the relationships it suggests, is not the medi-
eval city or society that was. Even the natural topography has changed: hills 
have eroded and their slopes softened, streams have disappeared underground, 
sections of the city have been raised and filled in, and, most dramatically, 
the Tiber is no longer a natural river with banks offering a mix of economic 
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opportunity and catastrophic flooding. Broad footpaths, loosely defined by 
individual structures, ruins, or farms, have been hardened into precise, named 
streets, walled in by palazzi. Nor was the medieval city static: the Rome of 
the Emperor Constantine I (r. 306–37) and Pope Sylvester I (r. 314–35) was not 
that of Pope Gregory I (r. 590–604) and the Byzantines, nor was it that of Leo 
III (r. 795–816) and Charlemagne (r. 768–814), of Gregory VII (r. 1073–85) and 

Figure 1.1 Map of papal Rome in the Middle Ages
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Henry IV (r. 1054–1105), let alone that of Cola di Rienzo (1313–54). They cannot 
be turned into a single medieval Rome, let alone a single medieval Papal Rome.

Although the pope is the Bishop of Rome by definition, Rome cannot properly 
be called a papal city until the eighth century, and even after that, the papacy’s 
control over the city was regularly challenged or put to one side. While a dynamic 
of powerful elites (emperors, popes, and aristocratic families) and Constantinian 
ideals serve as a through line, those dynamics and ideologies played out within an 
ever-shifting urban topography that shaped their outcomes and meaning. Because 
the idea of Rome, its ideological, political, and religious significance, is central to 
papal authority, and because that idea and ideal was intertwined with its shifting 
topography, understanding the topography and significance of the medieval city 
of Rome is of fundamental importance. If we define papal Rome too narrowly 
as simply the circle (clerical and lay) of the Bishops of Rome, or too broadly to 
mean simply medieval Rome, we miss the significance of the popes in the his-
tory of the city as well as in Europe and the Mediterranean. Rather, papal Rome 
is an idea about Rome constructed through its physical topography, and built 
environment that enabled popes to govern Rome, its environs, and ultimately, 
to project power throughout Europe and the Mediterranean. It was an invented 
history constructed in the early Middle Ages, that reached its apex in the early 
twelfth century. The assertion of medieval papal authority at its most grandiose 
and universal (the Donation of Constantine or the Dictatus papae, for example) 
was constructed in large part in response to local and immediate Roman events. 
The idea of papal Rome reshaped and reimagined Roman topography, the phys-
ical reality of Rome. For that reason, papal Rome does not extend the length of 
the Middle Ages, and ends well before the popes abandoned Rome for Avignon.

Papal Rome was invented largely in the eighth century through a reim-
agining of the history of the Roman empire that enabled the popes to con-
test the weakened Byzantine control of the city, and to create a Republic of 
St. Peter. Papal Rome as an idea was reinvigorated on a universal scale in the 
eleventh century, its mythical history was elaborated, its legal, Scriptural, and 
ritual source-texts scrutinized and expanded, and the city was transformed on 
a grand scale in the first half of the twelfth century to further that narrative. 
Ultimately, it was a symbolic language that could be, and was, coopted by any 
number of actors. In the twelfth century, the Roman commune, the Senatus 
Populusque Romani, took control of that language, the power it generated, and 
the city, and never fully gave it back in our period.1 This interplay between 

 1 The popes would not fully gain control of that symbolic language until the end of the 
Schism in 1417, as argued in Joëlle Rollo-Koster, “Rome during the Schism: The Long 
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ideal and physical city was fostered by and often most clearly revealed in 
ritual processions as they moved across the city, or as Romans and those who 
would control Rome battled from region to region. We will return to these 
moments regularly to explore how Romans constructed and understood the 
changing city around them.

Historiography and the Topography  
of Medieval Rome

Nationalism, imperialism, and the re-emergence of representative govern-
ments all shaped the origins of the academic discipline of history in the nine-
teenth century, and the foundational histories written about the city of Rome 
and the papacy were shaped by all of these.2 As Rome became the capital of a 
unified Italy in 1870, a frenzy of digging and destruction took place and Rodolfo 
Lanciani (1845–1929) attempted to record what was exposed. This was the basis 
for Lanciani’s famous Forma urbis Romae, showing the multiple layers of the 
city, as he interpreted the rapidly emerging archaeological findings.3 His perio-
dization, Ancient and Early Christian, Renaissance and Baroque, and Modern, 
both captures and confuses the medieval topography. While Lanciani’s maps 
and notes include the medieval, even the categories he offers reveal his will-
ingness to erase it (framing it only as the Early Christian and Renaissance peri-
ods).4 Lanciani’s work, along with that of his older contemporary, Ferdinand 
Gregorovius (1821–91), remains foundational. Although his monumental History 
of the City of Rome in the Middle Ages was criticized from the outset for being too 
much of a history of the papacy, Gregorovius was decidedly republican in his 
outlook, and, like Jacob Burckhardt (1818–97), he presents the papacy as a cor-
rupt and negative force in a Hegelian dialectic advance of history.5 Gregorovius, 

Carnival,” in La linea d’ombra, ed. Walter Angelelli and Serena Romano (Rome, 2019), 
41–52.

 2 The historiography on medieval Rome and the papacy is vast; see the recent overview 
in Chris Wickham, Medieval Rome: Stability and Crisis of a City, 900–1150 (Oxford, 2015), 
1–34.

 3 Rodolfo Lanciani, Forma urbis Romae (Rome, 1990); Susan M. Dixon, Archaeology on 
Shifting Ground: Rodolfo Lanciani and Rome 1871–1914 (Rome, 2019).

 4 The Forma urbis Romae is currently being analyzed and updated using advanced GIS 
methods. James Tice, “The GIS Forma urbis Romae Project: Creating a Layered History 
of Rome,” Humanist Studies & the Digital Age 3 (2013): 70–85.

 5 Ferdinand Gregorovius, Geschichte der Stadt Rom im Mittelalter, 4th ed., 8 vols. (Stuttgart, 
1886–96), trans. A. Hamilton, History of the City of Rome in the Middle Ages, 8 vols. (London, 
1894–1902); Karl F. Morrison (ed.), Rome and Medieval Culture (Chicago, 1971), xix; D. 
S. Chambers, “Ferdinand Gregorovius and Renaissance Rome,” Renaissance Studies 14 
(2000): 417–20.
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while groundbreaking in his use of archival materials, and sweeping in his inter-
ests, was also largely excluded from the Vatican archives.

Too late for Gregorovius, the most fundamental of those textual sources, 
the Liber pontificalis, was edited into its critical form by Msgr. Louis Duchesne 
(1843–1922) between 1886 and 1892.6 Duchesne’s methods were rigorous and 
scientific, and his edition has stood the test of time.7 Lanciani may have had 
greater sympathies for the papacy, but his position in the newly formed 
Italian state government also meant that he was unwelcome in the Vatican.8 
Lanciani’s students included Samuel Ball Platner whose Topographical 
Dictionary of Rome (1911) was an essential tool until it was supplanted in 1992, 
and largely eclipsed in 1993 by the work of Margareta Steinby.9 Antonio 
Muñoz (1884–1960), another Lanciani student, is perhaps most infamous for 
having carved out the Fascists’ via dell’Impero from a medieval neighbor-
hood.10 It is now the via dei Fori Imperiali, and it completed and expanded 
a plan that had begun with unification and the first Piano Regolatore of 1873 
to create a straight road connecting the Colosseum and the Capitoline. This 
was not only a symbolic shift away from the papal Rome of the nineteenth 
century, towards a nationalist (and then Fascist) Rome, but it was a mate-
rial shift that destroyed churches and thousands of medieval and early mod-
ern structures with varying efforts to record what was lost. Roma Sparita, 
largely medieval, was the sacrifice chosen to create Roma Capitale and Roma 
Mussolinea, as part of a strategy to “isolate” the classical monuments and 
sites from the urban fabric.11 The “early Christian,” the Constantinian, was 

 6 Louis Duchesne (ed.), Le Liber pontificalis: Texte, introduction et commentaire, 2 vols. 
(Paris, 1886–92; repr. 1955).

 7 Rosamond McKitterick, Rome and the Invention of the Papacy: The Liber Pontificalis 
(Cambridge, 2020); Carmella Vircillo Franklin, “Reading the Popes: The ‘Liber pontifica-
lis’ and Its Editors,” Speculum 92 (2017): 607–29.

 8 Dixon, Archaeology on Shifting Ground, 22–23; Domenico Palombi, Rodolfo Lanciani: 
L’archeologia a Roma tra l’Ottocento e Novecento (Rome, 2006).

 9 Samuel Ball Platner and Thomas Ashby, A Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome 
(London, 1929); Roberto Valentini and Giuseppe Zucchetti (eds.), Codice Topografico della 
Città di Roma, 4 vols. (Rome, 1940–53); L. Richardson, Jr., A New Topographical Dictionary 
of Rome (Baltimore, MD, 1992); Margareta Steinby (ed.), Lexicon Topographicum Urbis 
Romae, 6 vols. (Rome, 1993–2000). Also foundational, Christian Hülsen, Le chiese di 
Roma nel medio evo (Florence, 1927).

 10 C. Bellanca, Antonio Muñoz: La politica di tutela dei monumenti di Roma durante il gover-
natorato (Rome, 2003). See the discussion in Jean-Claude Maire Vigeur, L’Autre Rome: 
Une histoire des Romains à l’époque communale (XIIe–XIVe siècle) (Paris, 2010), trans. David 
Fairservice, The Forgotten Story: Rome in the Communal Period (Rome, 2016), 266.

 11 Antonio Cederna, Mussolini urbanista: Lo sventramento di Roma negli anni del consenso 
(Rome, 1979); Joshua Arthurs, Excavating Modernity: The Roman Past in Fascist Italy 
(Ithaca, NY, 2017); D. Medina Lasanksy, The Renaissance Perfected: Architecture, Spectacle, 
and Tourism in Fascist Italy (University Park, PA, 2004).
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preserved and highlighted alongside the Ancient, but the medieval was 
always vulnerable in the pursuit of an imperial Roman and modern vision 
of the city.

Much of the medieval city had been lost, or recently destroyed, by the time 
of the first volume of Richard Krautheimer’s (1897–1994) Corpus basilicarum 
Christianorum in 1937.12 Krautheimer, as Lanciani before him, collected an ency-
clopedic range of textual and visual evidence for the Corpus basilicarum and his 
Rome: Profile of a City.13 Krautheimer’s deeply influential work captured the 
creative and ideological reuse medieval Romans made of the ancient remains 
and forms they inherited. Krautheimer has taught generations of historians 
to better integrate visual source materials into the textual sources, even if he 
continually reconsidered some of his most influential theses about Roman 
architecture.14 His methods have become an essential tool for historians of 
medieval Rome, although recently Chris Wickham has offered an important 
note of caution about the over reliance on these visual resources, especially 
in light of recent archaeology.15 No sooner had Krautheimer’s Profile of a City 
been published than work began in 1981 to excavate the Crypta Balbi. These 
and subsequent excavations, combined with critical reappraisals of the city 
and its surrounding countryside, have led to a dramatic reevaluation of the 
history of the medieval city.16 Most notably, Jean-Claude Maire Vigeur has 
restored the Roman commune to its rightful place in the history of the city 
from the middle of the twelfth century when it dislodged papal control.17 
That history was all but erased by the 1527 sacking of the city by the forces 
of Charles V (r. 1519–56) and further obscured by Renaissance and Baroque 

 12 Richard Krautheimer, Corpus basilicarum Christianarum Romae: The Early Christian 
Basilicas of Rome (IV–IX cent.), 5 vols. (Vatican City, 1937–77).

 13 Richard Krautheimer, Rome: Profile of a City, 312–1308 (Princeton, NJ, 1980).
 14 Robert Coates-Stephens, “Dark Age Architecture in Rome,” Papers of the British 

School at Rome 65 (1997): 177–78. For Krautheimer’s continued importance, see Dale 
Kinney, “Rome in the Twelfth Century: Urbs fracta and Renovation,” Gesta 45 (2006): 
199–220.

 15 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 17–18, 111–19.
 16 Étienne Hubert, Espace urbain et habitat à Rome du Xe siècle à la fin du XIIIe siècle. Préface 

de Pierre Toubert (Rome, 1990). Other foundational studies include Pierre Toubert, 
Les Structures du Latium medieval. Le Latium meridional et la Sabine du IXe siècle à la fin du 
XIIe siècle (Rome, 1973); Bernahrd Schimmelpfennig, Die Zeremonienbücher der römishcen 
Kurie im Mittelater (Tübingen, 1973); Rudolf Hüls, Kardinäle, Klerus und Kirchen Roms 
1049–1130 (Tübingen, 1977); Sible de Blaauw, Cultus et decor: Liturgia e architettura nella 
Roma tardoantica e medievale (Rome, 1994).

 17 Vigeur, Forgotten Story; followed by Chris Wickham, Sleepwalking into a New World: 
The Emergence of Italian City Communes in the Twelfth Century (Princeton, NJ, 2015); 
Andreas Rehberg and Anna Modigliani, Cola di Rienzo e il comune di Roma (Rome, 
2004).
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construction.18 Chris Wickham, in turn, has reconsidered the history of the 
medieval city in the two centuries prior to the commune.19 Most recently, 
Hendrik Dey has attempted to integrate the considerable archaeological dis-
coveries of the past generation into a revision of Krautheimer’s great synthe-
sis, in a New Profile of a City.20 Collectively, these studies reveal a more vibrant 
and dynamic city, with a broader distribution of population centers, richer 
agriculture, and greater industry and trade than we had previously thought. 
They also help us better appreciate the complex social dynamics involved in, 
and the wealth of resources needed to build, papal Rome in the Carolingian 
period, the energy exerted to re-establish it in the early twelfth century, as 
well as the impressive commune that displaced it.21

Rome after Constantine

The construction and destruction at the end of the nineteenth and beginning 
of the twentieth centuries centered the modern city on the classical monu-
ments from the Colosseum to the Capitoline. It also enshrined the ideology 
embedded in the via Papalis: a city with two papal and Constantinian monu-
ments (San Giovanni in Laterano and Saint Peter’s) at the ends of a roughly 
east–west axis with the via Sacra and the classical monuments of the fora at 
its heart. That ideology of a “Christian Decumanus,” however, was created in 
fits and starts during the Middle Ages, and should not be assumed.22 In order 
to understand the invention of papal Rome, the historical medieval urban 
fabric and its shifting topographies of power need to be recreated.

In the fifth century, Rome would have largely offered the appearance it 
had a century earlier. A handful of major churches were located primarily at 

 18 Vigeur, Forgotten Story, 11. The challenges of the sources to one side, the creativity 
of this period was further obscured by Burkhardt’s model that followed the biases 
of fifteenth-century humanists and emphasized the dynamism of the Renaissance by 
ignoring the dynamism of the late medieval city. See James A. Palmer, “Medieval and 
Renaissance Rome: Mending the Divide,” History Compass 15 (2017): 1–10; also, James 
A. Palmer, The Virtues of Economy: Governance, Power, and Piety in Late Medieval Rome 
(Ithaca, NY, 2019), 10.

 19 Wickham, Medieval Rome.
 20 Hendrik Dey, The Making of Medieval Rome: A New Profile of the City, 400–1420 (Cambridge, 

2021).
 21 On the ritual life of the city at the end of the commune, see Joëlle Rollo-Koster, The 

Great Western Schism, 1378–1417: Performing Legitimacy, Performing Unity (Cambridge, 
2022), 231–92. I would like to thank the author for sharing an advance copy of the chap-
ter with me. On fourteenth-century Rome, see also Angelelli and Romano, La linea 
d’ombra, and Rehberg and Modigliani, Cola di Rienzo.

 22 Rabun Taylor, Katherine W. Rinnie, and Spiro Kostof, Rome: An Urban History from 
Antiquity to the Present (Cambridge, 2016), 205–21.
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the very edges of the city. It was a pattern set by Constantine, whose mon-
umental Christian basilicas were on imperial lands outside of (Saint Peter’s, 
San Paolo fuori le Mura) or at the margins of (San Giovanni Laterano) Rome. 
In so doing, Constantine chose not to disrupt the sacred, imperial, and ideo-
logical center of Rome at the Palatine and Capitoline Hills and in the Forum 
Romanum (see Figure 1.1). The great pilgrimage sites, including S.  Pietro 
and S. Paolo fuori le Mura, were outside of the city at the tombs of the 
martyrs.23 Ammianus Marcelinus, writing at the end of the fourth century, 
described the emperor Constantius II’s visit to Rome in 357 CE as a purely 
classical tour: admiring the fora, the temples (notably the temples of Jupiter 
Optimus Maximus on the Capitoline, and of Rome and Venus in the Forum 
Romanum), the Colosseum, the Stadium of Domitian, the Pantheon, and 
the Theater of Pompey among other sites. Rome could still be conceived 
as a purely ancient city.24 A century later, Santa Maria Maggiore and Sant 
Agata de’ Goti were the first churches to be built away from the walls. Two 
dozen other small tituli were spread throughout Rome’s neighborhoods.25 
The pope was the Bishop of the city of Rome, but Rome was by no means 
a papal city.26

Even as the fortunes of Rome turned dramatically downward during the 
Gothic Wars of the sixth century, the Palatine, the mythological birthplace 
of Rome, and the location of the very real palace of Augustus, retained its 
place as the imperial heart of the city for centuries after the deposition of 
the “last Western Roman Emperor,” Romulus, in 476. The Ostrogothic King, 
Theodoric (r. 475–526), had continued the Roman imperial tradition of resid-
ing on the Palatine during his visits to Rome, and carried out restoration of 
the imperial palace.27 The Palatine retained its status, albeit with diminished 
structures, some used for refuse, or as a necropolis (as at the temple of Magna 
Mater).28 The Byzantine dux resided there, emperors continued to have their 

 23 For an examination of the dynamic at the sites, see Ramsay MacMullen, “Christian 
Ancestor Worship in Rome,” Journal of Biblical Literature 129 (2010): 597–613.

 24 Ammianus Marcelinus, The Surviving Books of the History of Ammianus Marcellinus, trans. 
John C. Rolfe, 3 vols. (London, 1939–1950), Bk. 16. 10. 13–17.

 25 Krautheimer, Rome: Profile, 32.
 26 Thomas F. X. Noble, “Topography, Celebration, and Power: The Making of a Papal 

Rome in the Eighth and Ninth Centuries,” in Topographies of Power in the Early Middle 
Ages, ed. M. B. D. Jong, F. Theuws, and R. C. Van (Leiden, 2001), 45–46; Krautheimer 
overestimates the roles of the popes in the aftermath of the Alaric’s attack, Krautheimer, 
Rome: Profile, 46.

 27 Andrea Augenti, “Continuity and Discontinuity of a Seat of Power: The Palatine Hill 
from the Fifth to the Tenth Century,” in Early Medieval Rome and the Christian West: 
Essays in Honour of Donald A. Bullough, ed. Julian M. H. Smith (Leiden, 2000), 44.

 28 Augenti, “Seat of Power,” 49.
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images installed there and resided there when they came to the city. In the 
sixth century, under Theodoric, the so-called Temple of Romulus and the 
Templum Pacis were the first major imperial monument to be converted 
into a church, dedicated to Saints Cosmos and Damian.29 In the same cen-
tury, processions from SS. Cosma e Damiano would travel past S. Maria 
Antiqua, and up to the Palatine, connecting the area ritually and, perhaps, 
reintegrating the converted temple into the re-established Roman–Byzantine 
order centered on the Forum and the Palatine.30

The condition in the Forum, in the fifth through seventh centuries, was 
one of shifting meanings amidst reduced circumstances. When Theodoric 
came to Rome in 500, he traveled to S. Pietro and then to meet with the 
Roman Senate in the Forum. His route, in essence, followed the ancient 
via triumphalis.31 Games continued in the Colosseum under Theodoric, 
although the demographic collapse in Rome brought about by Justinian’s 
wars of reconquest (r. 535–53) ended these. The fifth through seventh cen-
turies show a general pattern of sustaining administrative buildings, setting 
aside large temples, and repurposing other monumental architecture for a 
variety of uses (domestic, military, or burial).32 While the Romans rededi-
cated a monumental column in the Forum to honor the visit of the Emperor 
Phocas on the Kalends of August in 608, other parts of the Forum by then 
had been given over to a blacksmith’s shop, for spoliation, and even, in the 
valley of the Colosseum, a necropolis.33 The Colosseum itself was, by then, 
being spoliated for building materials, used to stable animals, for storage 
(with lofts built into the vaulted passageways), and even for human habi-
tation.34 Despite these changes, the Palatine and the Forum remained the 
ideological heart of the city.

If we consider two liturgical innovations associated with Gregory the Great 
(r. 590–604), the litaniae maiores and the litania septiformis, we see the pope’s 
limited role as the Bishop of Rome. Gregory observed and described the lita-
nia maior, a penitential procession that displaced the pre-Christian robigalia, 

 29 On the apse mosaic of SS. Cosma e Damiano and the mosaics through the ninth 
century, see Erik Thunø, The Apse Mosaic in Early Medieval Rome: Time, Network, and 
Repetition (Cambridge, 2015).

 30 Jason Moralee, Rome’s Holy Mountain: The Capitoline Hill in Late Antiquity (New York, 
2018), 93.

 31 Dey, Making of Medieval Rome, 63.
 32 Marios Costambeys, “Burial Topography and the Power of the Church in Fifth- and 

Sixth-Century Rome,” Papers of the British School at Rome 69 (2001): 174.
 33 Augenti, “Seat of Power,” 48.
 34 Rossella Rosea and Silvia Orlandi, “Signs of Continued Use after Antiquity,” in The 

Colosseum, ed. Ada Gabucci and trans. Mary Becker (Milan, 2000), 194–95.
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on April 25, 592. The procession began at San Lorenzo in Lucina, which was 
also the site of Augustus’ monumental sundial (Horologium Augusti), north 
on the via Lata (now the via del Corso), out the Porta Flaminia, crossed 
the Tiber at the Milvian Bridge (referencing Constantine’s victory), before 
turning west through the ager romanus and approaching the porticus San 
Pietro by way of Castel Sant’ Angelo.35 The procession linked and redirected 
imperial (Horologium, Castel Sant’Angelo, Terebinth of Nero), pre-Christian 
(Robigalia), and Constantinian (Milvian Bridge and S. Pietro) imagery in inno-
vative and foundational ways, but it was also almost entirely outside of the 
city and confined to its northern and western edge.

If the litania maior was almost entirely outside the city, Gregory’s litania 
septiformis was entirely within the city. There were, it appears, two versions 
of the litania septiformis under Gregory. Both versions shared in common 
an appeal to Mary as Salus Populi Romani at Santa Maria Maggiore, and both 
engaged the broader Roman population in processions organized by social 
status. In both iterations, groups gathered at six different churches and 
processed to Santa Maria Maggiore. The first litania septiformis is described 
by Gregory of Tours as having taken place in 590.36 The churches that 
served as gathering and processional starting points of the 590 litania were 
San Vitale, on the Quirinal just north and west of Santa Maria Maggiore, 
Santa Eufemia (no more than 800 feet from Maria Maggiore), SS. Cosma 
e Damiano in the Forum to the south and west (the westernmost of the 
churches in the 590 litania), SS. Giovanni e Paolo, Santo Stefano, San 
Clemente, and SS. Marcellino e Pietro. The absence of San Giovanni in 
Laterano in the 590 litania also suggests that Gregory’s election as pope 
had not yet been ratified by the Byzantine emperor.37 In 603, thirteen years 
later, the litania was significantly more geographically adventuresome: it 
added Santa Cecilia in Trastevere, San Marcello towards the base of the via 
Lata, and the Lateran. It reduced the number of churches from the Celian 

 35 Joseph Deyer, “Roman Processions of the Major Litany (litaniae maiores) from the Sixth 
to the Twelfth Century,” in Roma Felix: Formation and Reflections of Medieval Rome, ed. 
Éamonn Ó Carragáin and Carol Neuman de Vegvar (Aldershot, 2007), 114–18; Victor 
Saxer, “L’Utilisation par la liturgie de l’espace urbain et suburbain: l’exemple de Rome 
dans l’Antiquité et le Haut Moyen Âge,” in Actes du XIe congrès international d’archéol-
ogie chrétienne. Lyon, Vienne, Grenoble, Genève, Aoste, 21–28 septembre 1986 (Rome, 1989), 
917–1033.

 36 On Gregory’s account, see Jacob A. Latham, “Inventing Gregory ‘the Great’: Memory, 
Authority, and the Afterlives of the Letania Septiformis,” Church History 84 (2015), 1–31.

 37 Mark Humphries, “From Emperor to Pope? Ceremonial, Space, and Authority at 
Rome from Constantine to Gregory the Great,” in Religion, Dynasty, and Patronage in 
Early Christian Rome, 300–900, ed. Kate Cooper and Julia Hillner (Cambridge, 2009), 55.
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Hill, dropping San Clemente, SS. Marcellino e Pietro, and eliminated the 
neighboring S. Eufemia (for churches and monasteries listed throughout 
the chapter, see Figure 1.1).38

Because of the broad geographic distribution of the churches, and because 
the social order referenced is by clerical rank and gender (not by Roman 
social rank), scholars have argued that the litania septiformis “embodied a 
striking, unequivocal, and uncompromising Christian conceptualization of 
late antique Roman social structure,” and an evocation of Christian Rome.39 
That is true to an extent, but the rites were constructed for specific moments 
and their influence was ephemeral as Gregory’s vision of Rome was clearly 
not embraced by the Roman clergy immediately after his death.40 Gregory 
of Tours reported that the litania of 590 was in response to the devastat-
ing floods of 589 that knocked over buildings (aedes, so buildings or tem-
ples) in the Campus Martius.41 The litania of 590 shows that Rome had fully 
retreated to the hills, with only SS. Cosma e Damiano on the plain. Likely 
much of the dwindling population shifted as well. The litaniae maiores of 592 
offered in lieu of the robigalia was, also, probably a response to the flooding 
and the wet weather that causes the wheat rust that the rite was intended to 
ward off. By 592, the procession was able to begin at San Lorenzo in Lucina, 
a sign of recovery at least on the via Lata, if not in the greater Campus. 
While Gregory’s text suggests that it was an annual rite, eleven years later, 
in 603, the litania maior was not observed by Gregory on April 25 when he, 
instead, led the procession from the Lateran to San Cesareo on the Palatine, 
receiving and installing the icons of the Emperor Phocas. Gregory’s will-
ingness to ignore the litania maior is a sign that the floods and the wars that 
had brought disease and suffering, including the bubonic plague, had dimin-
ished by 603. The litania held in the year following the reception of Phocas’ 
icons was able to incorporate both the via Lata and Trastevere – a further 
sign that the Romans had recovered significantly. Sixth-century Rome was 
a Christian city, and Gregory I led it in great penitential acts, but these were 
in response to the crisis brought on by the Tiber, and Byzantine control of 
the city. Gregory’s great liturgies attempted to give meaning to and reshape 
important local events in his pastoral role as bishop, but Rome was still a 

 38 Jacob A. Latham, “The Making of a Papal Rome: Gregory I and the letania septiformis,” 
in The Power of Religion in Late Antiquity, ed. Andrew Cain and Noel Lenski (Aldershot, 
2009), 296–97.

 39 Latham, “Making of a Papal Rome,” 297.
 40 As even Latham notes, “Inventing Gregory ‘the Great,’” 11–12.
 41 Ibid., 15–16.
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recognizably imperial city and the pope, the emperor’s agent. His proces-
sions deferred to imperial authority and responded to apocalyptic disaster 
in the city.42

Inventing Papal Rome: Shifting Hills, Moving 
Bodies, Rebuilding Walls

The political and military instability of the Italian peninsula from the seventh 
through the ninth centuries created the necessity and the opportunity for the 
early medieval popes to foster a new identity. Two defensive reactions to that 
changing landscape fostered a new papal ideology and identity for Rome. The 
first was the transfer of the relics of saints and martyrs from the catacombs to 
the walled city itself. The second, and related to the first, was a robust papal 
building program that reimagined the ancient inheritance of the city, particu-
larly of the Constantinian (as distinct from the Byzantine imperial) legacy as 
papal, and allowed the popes to deploy that legacy, or transfer it, as a govern-
ing strategy. This reimagination of imperial authority was made possible by 
the remarkable bond formed between the popes and the Carolingian rulers of 
the mid-eighth through ninth centuries.

The instability in the Mediterranean and on the Italian peninsula of the 
seventh through ninth centuries was caused, on the one side, by the military 
expansion and raids of the Lombards in the seventh and eighth centuries that 
left the Byzantines with increasingly nominal authority in Rome and south-
ern Italy. At nearly the same time, in the southern Mediterranean, Muslim 
rulers and their armies extended their reach from the Arabian Peninsula and 
took the city of Carthage in 698. This conquest broke Byzantine control over 
the strategic Mediterranean choke point between Sicily and the African coast, 
opening up the possibility of their further military expansion in Sicily, the 
western Mediterranean, and the Italian peninsula. The distracted and weak-
ened Byzantines were no longer able to enforce their authority in Rome, and 
this is the background both to Roman resistance to the Byzantine emperor’s 
attempt to seize and imprison Sergius I (r. 687–701), and John VII’s (r. 705–7) 
ambitious, if short-lived, building program on the Palatine a few years later.43

While Byzantine control of the city weakened in the seventh century, the 
Palatine was still considered the seat of governing authority and imperium. 

 42 Humphries, “Emperor to Pope?” 58. Ellen F. Arnold, “Rivers of Risk and Redemption 
in Gregory of Tours’ Writings,” Speculum 92 (2017): 117–43.

 43 Thomas F. X. Noble, The Republic of Saint Peter: The Birth of the Papal State, 680–825 
(Philadelphia, 1984), 185; Dey, Making of Medieval Rome, 104–45.
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John VII initiated a plan to locate papal residences, building an episcopum, 
and to place papal administrative buildings on the Palatine. His sumptuous 
rebuilding of Santa Maria Antiqua at the entrance to the imperial ramp con-
necting the Forum to the Palatine was the first step in that plan.44 John VII 
originated a plan to directly take the place of the emperor at the imperial 
complex on the Palatine as the center of Rome. He also began a building 
campaign that placed himself visually in front of Romans, alongside an image 
of Maria Regina at Santa Maria Antiqua and in an oratory next to it, as well 
as at an oratory at Saint Peter’s. John may have been the first pope to embark 
on such a campaign of self-representation.45 Politically, he appears to have 
been the first in a series of popes to depict himself alongside Mary as heavenly 
intercessor, providing an authority for the papacy independent of Byzantium, 
or any earthly power.46 The brevity of his papacy, however, only allowed 
him to initiate a reimagination of Rome as a papal city. His successors would 
reimagine the entire Roman imperial legacy, and with it the papacy and the 
topography of the city. As the Palatine slipped out of significance, the Lateran 
would gain prominence, and the Domus Laterani became the Romanum 
Palatium.47 In the absence of direct Byzantine control, the Constantinian ideal 
was transferred to an emerging continental dynastic power, the Carolingians. 
This was not a simple or natural transition in the eighth century. The popes 
of the eighth and ninth centuries were energetic, visionary, and capable of 
commanding the resources of the city, but those resources were diminished 
by external threats and were martialed, at times, despite internal challenges, 
and their vision of the papacy was articulated often as an ad hoc response to 
those circumstances.

John VII’s intervention on the Palatine was limited due to his brief reign, 
but his successors were more fortunate and exercised greater governing 
authority. Gregory III (r. 731–41) was the first pope in a century to build new, 
large churches (Santa Maria in Aquiro, SS. Sergio e Bacco, and SS. Marcellino 
e Pietro), and he may have begun to issue coins in his own name. It was 
during his reign that a new political authority came to be articulated, Rome 
as The Republic of Saint Peter.48 Pope Zachary (r. 741–52) was the last of the 

 44 Noble, “Making of a Papal Rome,” 48; Augenti, “Seat of Power,” 49.
 45 Noble, “Making of a Papal Rome,” 58–59; John Osborne, “The Cult of Maria Regina 

in Early Medieval Rome,” Acta ad archaeologiam et artium historiam pertinentia 21 (2017): 
95–106. G. Wolf, Salus Populi Romani: Die Geschichte römischer Kultbilder im Mittelalter 
(Weinheim, 1990).

 46 Noble, “Making of a Papal Rome,” 67–68.
 47 Taylor et al., Rome: An Urban History, 192.
 48 Noble, Republic of St. Peter, 58–60.
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so-called “Greek popes” and it is striking that this “Greek” pope would be 
the one to build dramatic new diplomatic ties on the peninsula and the con-
tinent. Zachary negotiated at Terni in 742 with the Lombard King Liutprand 
to restore lands taken from the duchy of Rome.49 Zachary also began to reor-
ganize the domus cultae as important agricultural centers of production out-
side the city.50 His regional strength was underscored when, in effect, Zachary 
ultimately confirmed the authority of the Byzantine emperor Constantine V 
(r. 741–75), who donated significant estates in exchange. The ideological sig-
nificance may not have been intended by Constantine, but the gift of land 
would have reflected and enhanced Zachary’s growing status on the penin-
sula and in the Latin West.51

These diplomatic successes and growth in prestige form the background 
for the famous overture from Pepin “the short” (749 or 750), and his question 
to Zachary: whether it was right that the King of the Franks, exercising no 
power as king, should hold the title of king? We do not need to rehearse the 
details here. Zachary thought it was not right, and Pepin was elected and 
anointed king either by Boniface (675–754), the missionary and archbishop, 
or by other Frankish bishops in 751. “All of this happened ‘on the command 
of’ or ‘with the approval of’ or ‘on the authority of’ Pope Zachary.”52 It is 
impossible to conceive this happening a mere fifty years prior when the 
Byzantine governing structure was still in place. In Rome, Zachary’s expan-
sion of the Lateran complex reflected the impressive status the Republic of 
Saint Peter had gained in little more than a generation of independence from 
Constantinople.53 The last of the eastern popes had reoriented Rome. Rome’s 
new status and independence would be repeatedly challenged in the eighth 
century, but it would hold.

Zachary’s successor, Stephen II (r. 752–57), crossed the Alps and anointed 
Pepin (r. 751–68) himself in 754, affirming this novel relationship between 
pope and king. In Rome, he focused his efforts on building the infrastruc-
ture to support the growing number of pilgrims to S. Pietro and the feed-
ing of the poor of the city.54 His brother and successor, Paul I (r. 757–67), 
began a process that would transform the sacred topography of the city. Just 
as his predecessors needed to foster Frankish alliances to address the threat 

 49 Ibid., 51.
 50 Krautheimer, Rome: Profile, 110.
 51 Noble, Republic of St. Peter, 50.
 52 Ibid., 67.
 53 Krautheimer, Rome: Profile, 121.
 54 Dey, Making of Medieval Rome, 111.
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of Lombard powers in the absence of Byzantine forces, Paul also needed to 
navigate an ever-present Lombard threat. In the last year of his brother’s 
reign, the Lombard king, Aistulf, had reneged on promises to Pepin at the 
Treaty of Pavia (755) and laid siege to Rome. Aistulf laid waste to the coun-
tryside, cutting several aqueducts and looting several extramural shrines and 
churches. Pepin returned to northern Italy and wrested still more territory 
away from the Lombards, granting it to Saint Peter’s Republic – the so-called 
“Donation of Pepin.”55 Made acutely aware of the vulnerability of the sacred 
relics that drew pilgrims to Rome, Paul began to transfer them into the city 
proper. Paul’s translations were innovative, but limited and targeted. The 
relics translated to the Monastery of SS. Silvestro e Stefano (now San Silvestro 
in Capite) reflect the Lombard siege and were taken from the areas of the 
Lombard encampment.56 The remains of St. Petronilla, thought to be the 
daughter of St. Peter and venerated by the new Frankish royal household (as 
daughter of Rome), received their own oratory at Saint Peter’s.57 In so doing, 
Paul was fulfilling a promise his brother had made to Pepin.58

Paul’s targeted translations were followed by a flood of relics, of church 
and urban renovation, and of pilgrims into Rome, from the reign of Adrian I 
(r. 772–95) to Paschal I (r. 817–24). This urban renovation was funded by the 
papal control over Byzantine–imperial properties outside of the city, Frankish 
pilgrimage and donations, and the growth of pilgrimage into the city itself, 
in an economic and ideological cycle that enhanced the authority of papal 
Rome and the idea of Rome as the Christian capital. Adrian I was a Roman 
aristocrat whose family lived in the vicinity of present-day Piazza Venezia. 
He restored or built six diaconae near Saint Peter’s and the Forum for the ben-
efit of the urban poor and poor pilgrims. He transferred relics from outside 
the city to Santa Maria in Cosmedin, tearing down a temple in the process 
and building a columbarium-style crypt for the relics, perhaps revealing his 
own sense of ancient Roman forms.59 Outside the city, he conducted repairs 
on S. Pietro, S. Paolo, S. Lorenzo, SS. Marcellino e Pietro. Within the walls, 
he repaired Santa Maria Maggiore, the Lateran, San Clemente, SS. Apostoli, 
and San Marco. Liturgical curtains and objects were given to scores more 

 55 Noble, Republic of St. Peter, 93.
 56 Caroline J. Goodson, The Rome of Pope Paschal I: Papal Power, Urban Renovation, Church 

Rebuilding and Relic Translation, 817–824 (Cambridge, 2010), 213.
 57 Ibid., 215.
 58 Maya Maskarinec, City of Saints: Rebuilding Rome in the Early Middle Ages (Philadelphia, 

2018), 133.
 59 Krautheimer, Rome: Profile, 111–13.
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churches. Adrian conducted significant repairs on the city walls themselves 
and returned four aqueducts to working order: the Aqua Traiana in the west 
serving the Gianiculum and the Vaticano and its diaconal bath; the Aqua 
Iobia, in the south, entering the city at the Porta Appia and extending to 
the Ripa Graeca (near S. Maria in Cosmedin); in the east, the Aqua Claudia 
entering the city by the Lateran and extending onto the Caelian and Palatine 
hills; and in the north, the Aqua Virgo, entering the city from the Pincian 
Hill and extending to the Campus Martius.60 These were not minor repairs; 
new lead pipes needed to be manufactured and installed and new arched bays 
built. The rural labor forces of the newly organized and expanded domuscultae 
needed to be mobilized to conduct the bulk of the work.61 If one considers the 
churches that the popes of the eighth and ninth centuries worked on or built, 
and compares them with the zones served by the repaired aqueducts, one 
gets the picture of a broadly occupied, if lightly populated city.

Pope Stephen II, his brother Paul, and Adrian were all Roman elites by 
birth and family authority went along with Roman and papal ideology and 
governance. Leo III (r. 795–816), however, while Roman by birth, had risen 
up through the papal service and his family was from Apulia, and possibly of 
Greek or Arab descent. His building campaigns in the city continued in the 
same spirit as Adrian’s, but they also reflected his need, as an outsider, to 
assert the ideological relationship between Rome and empire, between pope 
and imperium. Leo would survive two uprisings from the Roman aristocracy. 
The first, in 799, led by Adrian’s family, and a second in 815 that Leo would 
forcefully suppress. It was the need to underscore this still relatively novel 
papal authority locally in the absence of aristocratic lineage that led to two of 
the most striking statements of papal authority from the period. First, Leo’s 
triclinium (banquet hall) apse mosaic (still visible, heavily restored and relo-
cated across from the Lateran) depicted Leo and Charlemagne receiving their 
authority from St. Peter. It may well have also included Peter and Constantine 
receiving authority from Christ (as in the restoration), a clear allusion to the 
Donation of Constantine.62 The Donation was most likely invented in the 
generation prior to Leo’s reign, and created a neat and ancient history for 
the sloppy transition between Byzantine and papal Rome.63 As a diplomatic 
document it was left unused, even though it may have been conceived as 

 60 Dey, Making of Medieval Rome, 115.
 61 Krautheimer, Rome: Profile, 111. Hendrik Dey, The Aurelian Wall and the Refashioning of 

Imperial Rome, AD 271–855 (Cambridge, 2011), 251.
 62 Krautheimer, Rome: Profile, 115.
 63 Noble, Republic of St. Peter, 134–37; Dey, Making Medieval Rome, 119.
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a statement of Roman authority against Ravenna.64 Leo’s triclinium mosaic 
is one of the clearest assertions of the Donation’s ideals in the immediate 
aftermath of its invention.65 The triclinium itself was part of a large expan-
sion of the Lateran complex undertaken by Leo. His major triclinium was 
intended to invoke the imperial palace at Constantinople.66 Two of the great 
symbols of Rome, the bronze statue of the she-wolf and the equestrian statue 
of Marcus Aurelius (thought to be Constantine I) were moved to the exte-
rior of the Lateran complex, in the Campus Lateranensis. The triclinium, the 
Lateran palace, and these artifacts were all intended to signify the transfer of 
authority from the Roman Empire to the Roman pontiffs. They reframed the 
eighth-century growth of papal Rome as a divinely ordained fourth-century 
transfer of authority. The message was intended for visiting diplomats, digni-
taries, clergy, and even pilgrims. As importantly, it was aimed at the Roman 
populace itself, elements of which twice tried to kill Leo. Leo’s triclinium 
emphasized apostolic succession, that Leo and Charlemagne had received 
their authority from Peter, as Peter had received it from Christ. Although 
Leo did not invent the Donation, Leo publicized its new and fragile ideology 
to sustain his authority (and his life) at home and to project power abroad.

The attempt on Leo’s life in 799 provides an interesting view into the 
social, religious, and political topography of Carolingian Rome. Once again, 
we find ourselves at the litania maior. The litania maior in the eighth century, 
according to the Hadrianum, was to begin at San Lorenzo in Lucina, presum-
ably proceed north along the via Lata, and exit through the Porta Flaminia 
towards the Milvian Bridge where it would return towards S. Pietro.67 This 
neighborhood, extending south from San Lorenzo in Lucina to San Silvestro 
in Capite along the via Lata, was not only the upper end of the property 
market in the eighth and ninth centuries, it was also the stronghold of what 
had been, in effect, a papal dynasty.68 Paul I, brother of Stephen II, had trans-
ferred the relics of St. Stephen and Pope Sylvester to their home, dedicating 
it to SS. Silvestro e Stefano (now San Silvestro in Capite). Paul connected 
the relics of the proto-martyr Stephen with the name of his brother and the 
great Constantinian pope Sylvester I and localized both in the family com-
pound, now a sacred site. Adrian I, likewise came from the Roman elite of 

 64 Noble, Republic of St. Peter, 137.
 65 Noble, “Making of a Papal Rome,” 70–71.
 66 Dey, Making Medieval Rome, 130.
 67 Latham, “Inventing Gregory ‘the Great,’” 23.
 68 Robert Coates-Stephens, “Housing in Early Medieval Rome, 500–1000,” Papers of the 

British School at Rome 64 (1996), 239.

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108662994.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 13.201.136.108, on 25 Jul 2025 at 21:24:06, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108662994.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Louis  I .  Hamilton

52

the via Lata, albeit further south and closer to S. Marco and the Capitoline. 
Theodotus, Adrian’s uncle, raised Adrian after his father died, and had served 
as primicerius, that is lay administrator of the Roman church, and can even 
be seen alongside Pope Zachary in a dedicatory image in S. Maria Antiqua.69 
Paul I had recruited Adrian into the clergy, and appointed him regionary 
notary and subdeacon, likely for these connections.70 Positioning the children 
of the Roman military aristocracy within the papal government may have 
been Paul’s strategy to circumvent Lombard control over the election of the 
pope. Upon his own election, Adrian likewise moved against pro-Lombard 
elements within Rome.71

It was through this neighborhood along the via Lata, among the Roman 
military aristocratic elite who had been dominating papal life for a gener-
ation, that Leo III traveled to commence the litania maior. He was greeted 
by two of Adrian’s relatives, both well positioned within the Roman cleri-
cal ranks: Paschalis, primicerius, and Campalis, sacellarius.72 Paschalis made a 
show of apologizing for not wearing his clerical vestments and used the pre-
text to seize Leo with his accomplices and drag him to San Silvestro in Capite. 
The overall events are well known, and I will only highlight certain aspects of 
them.73 First, this was an effort by a faction of the Roman elite to remove Leo 
from power violently. Leo was not nobly born and not even from a Roman 
family. If the litania maior followed earlier forms, then the people of Rome 
would have proceeded by rank. Such a display, with a social lesser at its head, 
may have been too much and provided an occasion for the Roman aristo-
cratic and papal elite to reassert their status. Surprisingly, they did not choose 
to hold Leo at San Silvestro. Instead, they took him to the opposite end of 
the city to S. Erasmo, next to the Aqua Claudia, near Santo Stefano Rotondo 
on the Caelian Hill, possibly to enable their exit through the Porta Metronia.

Rome at this time was a city of around 30,000 souls and sections of the city 
were more like small rural communities.74 Sant’Erasmo was a Greek mon-
astery in just such a semi-rural section of the city, supported by water from 
the Aqua Claudia. Pope Adeodatus (r. 672–76) was from Sant’Erasmo and 
supported it by expanding its agricultural holdings.75 It appeared again in the 

 69 Noble, Republic of St. Peter, 197; Dey, Making Medieval Rome, 111.
 70 Le Liber Pontificalis, ed. Louis Marie Olivier Duchesne, 2 vols. (Paris, 1955) (henceforth 

LP), I: 97, 1–3.
 71 LP, I: 97, I:4.
 72 Noble, Republic of St. Peter, 197.
 73 LP, II: 98, 11–14.
 74 Dey, Making of Medieval Rome, 67.
 75 LP, I: 79, 4.
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documentary evidence of the ninth and tenth centuries, still comprised of 
orchards, vineyards, and small gardens.76 In short, it had little to recommend 
it apart from its remoteness and obscurity, and this may suggest that Paschalis 
and Campalis had too little support among the Roman aristocracy to hold Leo 
in so prominent a location as the via Lata. If Leo’s kidnappers thought the 
remoteness of Sant’Erasmo allowed them to hide or make a quick escape, they 
miscalculated. Albinus, Leo’s chamberlain, was able to secrete Leo out of the 
monastery under the cover of darkness, lowering him over the wall.77 While 
Leo would ultimately give gifts to both San Silvestro and S. Erasmo, gifts to 
the latter are so rare that it may suggest the monks enabled his escape in some 
way.78 If we follow Einhard’s account, Albinus took Leo to Spoleto immedi-
ately to await the arrival of Charlemagne and reinforcements. If we follow the 
account in the Liber pontificalis, Leo rested first at Saint Peter’s. Then, while 
Albinus escorted the pope to Spoleto, the conspirators attacked Albinus’ home 
and property – a reminder of their intramural power. Charlemagne’s arrival, 
however, was a clear indication of how much larger the papacy had become 
in the preceding century, and Leo’s coronation of Charlemagne as “emperor 
of the Romans” at Christmas 800 put a fine touch on Leo’s return to power.

We can learn several important points about Rome at the beginning of 
the ninth century from these events. First, in a city as large but as lightly 
populated as medieval Rome, different sections of the city had very differ-
ent lives and, while agriculture was spread throughout the city, different 
areas had different population densities. The southern part of the city was 
a bit wilder and more rural than the comparatively “high end” area of the 
via Lata. Second, the detail of Paschalis arriving “improperly dressed” in the 
attire of a lay, military aristocrat rather than in clerical vestments serves as a 
reminder of the fluidity of these identities in Carolingian Rome. Third, while 
the Carolingian popes attempted to assert their authority across the penin-
sula, the Mediterranean, and into the continent, they needed first of all to 
articulate their authority within and to the city of Rome. Leo’s triclinium, 
and probably even the Donation of Constantine itself, was as much aimed at 
the Roman elite who saw it regularly, as it was at the visiting dignitaries and 
pilgrims from abroad; perhaps more so.

The Carolingian popes, from Paul to Leo III, focused on restoring churches 
broadly across the city and bringing relics from the catacombs and their 

 76 Dey, Making of Medieval Rome, 148–50.
 77 Friedrich Kurze (ed.), Annales regni Francorum inde ab a. 741 usque ad a. 829, qui dicuntur 

Annales Laurissenses maiores et Einhardi (Hanover, 1895), 107.
 78 LP, I: 98, 30, 38, 76.
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churches into the relative safety of the city walls. They created, at the Lateran 
palace and Saint Peter’s especially, a ruling ideology to replace Byzantine 
authority. Shifting the locus of sanctity to the city while fostering an impe-
rial ideology transformed Rome into a papal city, the seat of the Republic of 
Saint Peter, and also a city of saints, a sacred city, a new Jerusalem.79 This 
reimagined and rebuilt topography could be projected outward. At Fulda, in 
the second half of the eighth and ninth centuries, a new monastery was built; 
its church was designed in imitation of Saint Peter’s and intended to house 
the remains of St. Boniface, “apostle to the Germans.” Rome was likewise 
evoked architecturally, liturgically, poetically, and topographically through 
the compilation of Einsiedeln. The ninth-century codex copied out, likely 
from materials brought back to the monastery in the eighth century, a mix-
ture of pre-Christian and Christian Roman inscriptions and poetry, as well as 
a series of pilgrimage itineraries through the city. The Einsiedeln itineraries 
reveal that the sacrality of Rome was now intramural. It also reveals that an 
idealized Rome, a mixture of imperial and sacred authority, had been artic-
ulated in Rome and transported across the Alps.80 In turn, the pilgrim’s gaze 
was also shaping the city.

Paschal I (r. 817–24) situated his efforts on building churches from the 
ground up: Santa Prassede (Esquiline), Santa Maria in Domnica (Caelian), 
and Santa Cecilia (Trastevere). His projects of reorganization of local prop-
erty control, large-scale restoration and rebuilding, and sumptuous artistic 
campaigns emphasizing both the saints’ presence in the city and the pope’s 
role in the churches’ foundations, were all located at major arteries and dense 
habitation in the city and intended to attract maximum attention.81 His majes-
tic mosaic triumphal arches within these churches, no less than Leo’s triclin-
ium, reinforced the message of Rome as imperial and as heavenly Jerusalem.82 
Paschal would bring another two thousand saintly bodies into the city at 
these churches and others, including Saint Peter’s.83 This was also a prag-
matic decision. The port city of Centumcellae (modern Civitavecchia) north 
of Rome had largely been destroyed by “Saracen” raiders in 813 despite the 

 79 Maskarinec, City of Saints, 117–37.
 80 Ibid., 140–41; Maria Elisa García Barraco (ed.), L’Anonimo di Einsiedeln: Roma in epoca 

Carolingia. L’itinerarium urbis Romae (VIII–IX secolo), commentato da Christian Hülsen 
(Rome, 2016); Stefano Del Lungo, Roma in età carolingia e gli scritti dell’Anonimo augin-
ense, Einsieldeln, Bibliotheca Monasterii Ordinis Sancti Benedicti, 326 [8 Nr. 13], IV, ff. 
67v–86r (Rome, 2004).

 81 Goodson, Rome of Paschal I, 258–59.
 82 Krautheimer, Rome: Profile, 134.
 83 Goodson, Rome of Paschal I, 260.
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efforts of Gregory III (r. 731–41) to rebuild its walls, even as he had reinforced 
Rome’s defenses. Paschal made only a feeble gesture towards Centumcellae, 
but his rapid escalation of the translation of relics must be understood in this 
fragile context.84

It was Leo IV (r. 847–55) who would finally attempt to secure the area. 
“For forty years [Centumcellae] had remained with its walls destroyed and 
abandoned by its occupants [who] left … for fear of the Saracens [and] set up 
their dwellings in woodland glades and untracked mountains.”85 Leo built 
a new city in a more defensible location and, in imperial fashion, named it 
after himself, “Leopolis.”86 It was twelve miles inland and no substitute for 
a port city, but demonstrates both the seriousness of the threats and Leo’s 
ability to martial the labor and resources for a significant building campaign. 
More impressive, of course, was Leo’s construction of a nearly two-mile wall 
around S. Pietro incorporating portions of the Vaticano and Gianiculum hills, 
incorporating Castel Sant’Angelo as the wall extended to the Tiber. This was 
in response to the success of a Saracen raiding party in the year prior to Leo’s 
reign. That raid quickly moved past defenses in Ostia, and reached as far as 
S. Paolo and S. Pietro, which were both stripped of precious objects.87 In 849, 
Leo, already constructing the defenses around S. Pietro as well as two chained 
towers flanking the Tiber near the Porta Portuensis, was able to martial a 
more robust response and repel a second raid at Ostia.88 That would prove 
the last raid from Arab Ifriqyia directly on Rome, but the threat in Lazio and 
the memory of it lingered. Above one gate to the Civitas Leonina, an inscrip-
tion declared Rome, “the head of the world, its splendor, its hope.”89 Later, 
John VIII (r. 872–82) would build a walled city around S. Paolo – Iohannipolis. 
In the later ninth century, the popes were learning to hold and defend their 
republic without their Frankish allies crossing the Alps.

For two centuries, Rome had a series of energetic and enterprising popes 
who were able to navigate the shifting political landscape of the European 
continent, the Italian peninsula, and the Mediterranean all the while asserting 
their leadership of the city of Rome and of the Republic of St. Peter. I have 
emphasized the tenuousness of that local control and the reactive nature of 

 84 LP, I: 92, 15–16; LP, II: 100, 26; Dey, Making of Medieval Rome, 125.
 85 LP, II: 105, 99; Raymond Davis, trans., The Lives of the Ninth-Century Popes (Liber 

Pontificalis) (Liverpool, 1995), 153.
 86 LP, II: 105, 101–2.
 87 Dey, Making of Medieval Rome, 124.
 88 LP, II: 105, 38–40; Robert Coates-Stephens, “The Walls and Aqueducts of Rome in the 

Early Middle Ages, A.D. 500–1000,” Journal of Roman Studies 88 (1998): 166–78.
 89 Krautheimer, Rome: Profile, 119.
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many of their most famous projects. In fits and starts, however, they created 
a new imperium, refashioning the ancient legacy, inventing it as a gift from 
Constantine, and, as importantly, a new ideal of Rome, as a city of saints 
protected by the Queen of Heaven, the new Jerusalem. It was not a given 
that these ideas and ideals would outlive the moments that necessitated 
them. Indeed, for nearly two centuries from the tenth to the eleventh cen-
tury, Rome was dominated by powerful families and new construction in 
the city was largely theirs. In the later eleventh century, a new generation 
would rediscover, reimagine, and redeploy the ideas from the height of the 
Carolingian popes.

Reform and Renaissance of the Eleventh  
and Twelfth Centuries: Projecting  

and Resisting Papal Rome

Papal Rome is an idea about sacred authority applied to a physical space; 
the idea draws its power from that place by reimagining and reconstruct-
ing its history and meaning. It is larger than the simple act of the Bishop of 
Rome exercising governing authority in the city as other bishops did in the 
Latin West. While the popes of the tenth and eleventh centuries exercised 
that authority, the scope, interests, and roots of their authority were more 
narrowly of the city. This is not to create a negative view of the city. As Chris 
Wickham has emphasized, Rome had much in common with other cities of 
central and northern Italy: notably a powerful episcopal office dominated by 
aristocratic or elite local families. It had certain advantages as well: it was 
surrounded by a productive and stable ring of agriculture, immediately of 
largely ecclesiastical or monastic holdings, and much further out by seigneu-
rial holdings in the Castelli and the villages that arose during the tenth- and 
eleventh-century incastellamento of the countryside.90 The area closer to the 
city, the agro Romano, extending from 5 to 20 kilometers from the city, was 
owned by urban churches and monasteries and produced grain. The lands 
immediately around the city was given over to vineyards, with some areas 
specializing in salt production (in the area of Ostia). These ecclesiastical lands 
were largely leased back to aristocratic families and so production was both 
stable and valuable. In the tenth and eleventh centuries, Rome was the largest 

 90 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 45; Étienne Hubert, Espace urbain et habitat à Rome du 
Xe siècle à la fin du XIIIe siècle. Préface de Pierre Toubert (Rome, 1990); Étienne Hubert, 
“L’Incastellamento dans le Latium: Remarques à propos de fouilles récentes,” Annales. 
Histoire, Sciences Sociales 55 (2000): 583–99.
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city in Italy, and in Europe, apart from Constantinople.91 Medieval Rome was 
flourishing, but from the vantage of papal Rome, it was a period of upheaval. 
Beginning in the late ninth century and through the tenth century, multiple 
popes were killed, deposed, or both (John VIII, r. 872–82; Boniface VI, r. 896; 
Stephen VII, r. 896–97; John X, r. 914–28; John XII, r. 955–63; Benedict V, r. 964; 
Benedict VI, r. 973–74). The scope of the papacy had narrowed.

The idea of papal Rome, however, still held a powerful place in imagi-
nations outside of Rome itself in the tenth century, as at Fulda, where its 
monastic church was stylized after S. Pietro, or at the Abbey of Cluny, with its 
dedication to St. Peter, its architecture, and its structural organization recog-
nizing the authority of the pope (rather than its benefactor).92 Perhaps most 
importantly, the link between papal authority and Roman imperium remained 
alive in the imagination of the would-be successors of Charlemagne. It led 
Otto III (r. 996–1002) to invade Rome, defeat and behead Crescentius “II,” 
the self-styled omnium Romanorum Senator. Otto attempted to install his rel-
ative Gregory V as pope in 998, and to create for himself an imperial seat 
on the Palatine Hill – a vision of restored empire that Wickham memorably 
describes as, “so stupid, and so innovative, and so grandiose.”93

Inside the city of Rome, the early eleventh-century papacy was dominated 
by the elites, notably the Crescentii and the Tusculani, who ruled the city 
directly.94 Eleventh-century Rome experienced the demographic and eco-
nomic expansion that was transforming Europe and the Mediterranean. 
While reliable population figures are hard to provide, Rome would ulti-
mately expand to somewhere between forty and eighty thousand people by 
the thirteenth century.95 Rome was transformed by new families of growing 
prominence and wealth, and the development of new regiones. The Tusculani 
and the Crescentii gradually withdrew from the city, becoming rural powers, 
and new families dominated the growing city. There were the Papareschi 

 91 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 112.
 92 Giles Constable, “Cluny and Rome,” in The Abbey of Cluny: A Collection of Essays to Mark 

the Eleven-Hundredth Anniversary of Its Foundation (Berlin, 2010), 19–41. On Fulda, and 
more generally, see Maskarinec, City of Saints, 138–68; Judson J. Emerick, “Building more 
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the Exchange of Ideas c.500–1400, ed. Claudia Bolgia, Rosamond McKitterick, and John 
Osborne (Cambridge, 2011), 127–50.

 93 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 26–27.
 94 Ibid., 197–203.
 95 Étienne Hubert, “Urbanizzazione, immigrazione e cittadinanza (XII–metà XIV secolo), 
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in Trastevere, the family of Innocent II (r. 1130–43).96 On the opposite bank 
of the Tiber was the Pierleoni, the family of Pope Anacletus II (antipope 
1130–38), Innocent’s rival.97 The Corsi held land in multiple sections of the 
city, but an important branch of the family dominated the Ripa to the south 
of the Pierleoni. They would support Innocent against Anacletus.98 To the 
east of the Pierleoni were the Frangipane, also supporters of Innocent. The 
Frangipane dominated the area around the Colosseum, which they partially 
fortified.99 They also had properties near the Lateran, on the Monti near 
Santa Prassede, San Gregorio on the Caelian, extending south to the area by 
the Septizodium and the southern end of the Circus Maximus. A wedge of 
the city from the Porta San Giovanni to the Porta Appia to the Roman Forum 
was dominated by the Frangipane. The Astaldi were also “al Coloseo,” and 
families overlapped in many different areas of the city.100 The San Eustachio 
lived near the church of the same name near the Pantheon.101 The Cencii held 
a tight hold near the Ponte San Pietro, perhaps too tight, as their efforts to 
control the area ultimately led to their ouster from the city after they seized 
and briefly held Gregory VII prisoner.102 In the twelfth century, we find the 
Boboni (later renamed the Orsini) in the area of Campus Martius. The archae-
ological record reflects the preceding areas as the areas of growth in the city 
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries as well.103 In the twelfth century, these 
new families would expand their holdings into the agro Romano.104

These same families would ultimately vie for control of the papacy, as my 
allusion to the conflict between the Papareschi Innocent and the Pierleoni 
Anacletus makes clear. In 1044, however, these new families appear to have 
joined together to end a generation of Tuscolan family dominance of the 
papacy, ousting Benedict IX (although he would continue to fight for con-
trol of the city). It is impossible to distinguish whether this was motivated 
by the ideals of the reform, or if they simply found common cause with the 
reformers in the circle of the Roman monk Hildebrand, but it would lead to 
a new, bolder reimagining of papal Rome.105 The ouster of Benedict provided 

 96 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 241–42.
 97 Ibid., 223.
 98 Ibid., 227.
 99 Rosea and Orlandi, “Signs of Continued Use,” 196, 198.
 100 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 239.
 101 Ibid., 233. Dey, Making of Medieval Rome, 174.
 102 Dey, Making of Medieval Rome, 121.
 103 Ibid., 171–79.
 104 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 244.
 105 H. E. J. Cowdrey, Pope Gregory VII, 1073–1085 (Oxford, 1998), 21–26; Wickham, Medieval 
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an opportunity for King Henry III (r. 1028–56), not yet crowned emperor, to 
travel to Rome and resolve the matter. Henry deposed Benedict and other 
claimants to the papal title at Sutri in 1046 and appointed the first in a series 
of popes of his choosing: Clement II (r. 1046–47). Henry ultimately appointed 
his relative, Bruno, Bishop of Toul, as Leo IX (r. 1049–54). Leo’s insistence on 
the acclamation of the Roman people and clergy provided him much needed 
legitimacy in the city, as an outsider.

The contest over the investiture of the bishops and the controversies 
around the reform of the Church would shape much of the next century of 
Roman, European, and Mediterranean history and cannot be minimized. 
There is a tremendous amount of scholarship on these events and ideas, and 
much of it is fraught as it relates to both the origins of the academic discipline 
of history and the formation of the German and Italian states in the nine-
teenth century (as observed in the introduction). The importance of the con-
test in the history of papal Rome in the Middle Ages is central, but distinct. 
On the one hand, the end of the Tuscolan papacy and Henry III’s appoint-
ment of a string of non-Romans as popes is rooted in an ideal of Rome that 
lived outside of Rome. Henry had been recognized as King of Italy for seven 
years, but needed to be crowned emperor by a pope “whose authority and 
moral standing was unassailable.”106 It was the idea of papal Rome as granter 
of imperial authority that necessitated Henry’s intervention and the appoint-
ment of non-Romans.

From the appointment of Leo IX, “the Papacy became a living, ever present 
reality for all Christians.”107 Nearly every pope following for more than a cen-
tury would come from outside of Rome. Moreover, Leo and his successors to 
Paschal II (r. 1099–1118) would spend most of their papacies outside of the city 
for a variety of reasons: some preferred their own episcopal or abbatial seat, 
others were not safe in the city due to local Roman and imperial support for 
a rival. The latter especially became an opportunity for a new itinerant model 
of the papacy, holding synods and councils not only in Rome, but along the 
length of the Italian peninsula and on the continent with a breadth and reg-
ularity that had never been seen before.108 While papal Rome was hardly a 
physical reality in the second half of the eleventh century and papal interven-
tions into the physical fabric of the city were exceedingly rare, it was growing 

 106 Cowdrey, Gregory VII, 22–23.
 107 Uta-Renate Blumenthal, The Investiture Controversy: Church and Monarchy from the Ninth 

to the Twelfth Century (Philadelphia, 1988), 73.
 108 Louis I. Hamilton, A Sacred City: Consecrating Churches and Reforming Society in Eleventh-

Century Italy (Manchester, 2010), 2, 135–50.
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more powerful as an ideal. Possibly the height of the disparity between ideal 
and reality occurred during the reign of Gregory VII (r. 1073–85). The so-called 
Dicatus Papae, which appear in the papal registry of 1075, are twenty-seven 
principles that sketch Gregory’s understanding of papal authority. They are 
a mixture of older and new ideas stated and organized with a novel and bold 
clarity.109 The Dictatus begins with the Roman Church’s divinely ordained 
authority (Canon 1) and universal authority of the Roman Pontifex (Canons 
2–7). The text clearly echoes elements of the Donation as well, in that the 
pope alone controls the imperial insignia and authority (Canons 8–12).110 This 
was a legal rhetoric created to convince clergy and rulers of an unchanging 
history of the Roman Church’s authority.111

Even as he asserted this sweeping authority, however, Gregory was 
dependent on his regional allies (reliably Matilda of Canossa, and less reliably 
Robert Guiscard) to keep him safe from Henry IV and his Roman allies. Less 
than ten years after the Dictatus, Robert Guiscard invaded Rome to push out 
imperial forces and liberate Gregory VII from Castel Sant’ Angelo.112 While 
the contemporary chronicles paint a dark picture of the destructive force 
unleashed on the entire city by Guiscard’s forces, the archaeology of the last 
twenty years continues to underline significant fire damage at, but limited 
to, SS. Quattro Coronati. It must have been an awful sight to see the forti-
fied sacred place burning, high on the Caelian, in between the Colosseum 
and the Lateran, and it clearly made an impression in the historical record. 
But the historical record exaggerates the actual damage done to the city. The 

 109 Cowdrey, Gregory VII, 505–7; Kathleen G. Cushing, Reform and the Papacy in the Eleventh 
Century (Manchester, 2005), 79, points out the precedent for many of these, but their 
importance lies in their role as organizing principals. Robert De Mattei, “Il ‘Dictatus 
Papae’ di Gregorio VII nella storia della Chiesa,” in Il Papato e i Normanni: Temporale 
e spirituale in età Normanna, ed. Edoardo D’Angelo and Claudio Leonardi (Florence, 
2011), 9–22.

 110 E. Caspar, Das Register Gregors VII, Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Epistolae. 
Sel. 2 (1920–23), 202–8; H. E. J. Cowdrey, The Register of Pope Gregory VII, an English 
Translation (Oxford, 2002), 149–50.

 111 See Ian S. Robinson, Authority and Resistance in the Investiture Contest: The Polemical 
Literature of the Late Eleventh Century (Manchester, 1978); revisited by Kathleen G. 
Cushing, “Law and Disputation in Eleventh-Century Libelli de lite,” in The Use of Canon 
Law in Ecclesiastical Administration, 1000–1234, ed. Melodie H. Eichbauer and Danica 
Summerlin (Leiden, 2019), 185–94; and Louis I. Hamilton, “‘We Receive the Law on 
Mt. Sinai … When We Study the Sacred Scriptures’: Law, Liturgy and Reform in the 
Exegesis of Bruno of Segni,” in The Use of Canon Law in Ecclesiastical Administration, 
1000–1234, ed. Melodie H. Eichbauer and Danica Summerlin (Leiden, 2019), 195–220.

 112 David J. Hay, The Military Leadership of Matilda of Canossa, 1046–1115 (Manchester, 
2008); G. A. Loud, The Age of Robert Guiscard: Southern Italy and the Norman Conquest 
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chroniclers were framing the events in the language of classical histories of 
wars in Rome. William of Apulia casts Robert Guiscard as conqueror of the 
“armies of the city of Romulus,” the “Roman Empire’s highest ruler,” and 
“that German king.” With a nod to Robert’s brother Roger, William declares, 
“Not since Charlemagne or the age of the Caesars has any land produced the 
equal to these brothers.”113 The memory of ancient Rome and its Carolingian 
transformation shapes the chronicler’s understanding of the events on the 
contemporary landscape and how those events reflected legitimate ruling 
authority. While Gregory, through his alliance with Robert (and Matilda 
who battered Henry’s forces as he fled), was able to assert the ideal model 
of Charlemagne defending the papacy, that he needed to do so against forces 
within the city exposes the tenuousness of his position in spite of the univer-
salizing claims of the Dictatus.

Before he became Pope Gregory, Hildebrand had been allied with these 
same families in the crisis years of 1044–46 that launched the reforming move-
ment to prominence, but something had clearly changed by 1084. Tensions 
may have begun as early as the reforming initiatives of Leo IX that reduced 
the direct financial benefit Romans received from church positions. For 
example, Leo and Gregory sought to offer direct ecclesiastical support to the 
pilgrims to Rome and, in turn, to control the collection of their pious dona-
tions (as well as the donations from abroad). This provided the papal admin-
istration with greater revenues, even as it cut out the “semi-lay” mansonarii 
(sacristans) of Saint Peter’s.114 Likewise, the direct control of ecclesiastical 
property by clergy led to a decline in significant land donations to a church or 
monastery. Prior to these reforms, as we have seen in the case of SS. Silvestro 
e Stefano, giving family property to an urban monastery was a way to secure 
familial control over the property and its revenues, rather than see the prop-
erty broken up through inheritance. The reforms, however, meant that such 
donations and their revenues were out of the control of the families. This 
led to two changes in Rome: first, the end of partible inheritance and the 
rise of agnatic inheritance patterns. Second, the consolidation of urban prop-
erties led to the creation of fortified urban compounds with towers to pro-
tect them. While properties in Rome had previously stood apart from one 
another, increasingly they were connected. Although it would not be until 
the thirteenth century that population pressure led to connected houses and 

 113 Louis I. Hamilton, “Memory, Symbol, and Arson: Was Rome ‘Sacked’ in 1084?” 
Speculum 78 (2003): 385.

 114 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 136.
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buildings fronts on the street.115 This change in property types was beginning 
in the eleventh century but accelerated in the twelfth no doubt in response to 
the efforts of Henry IV, Robert Guiscard, and then Henry V, to take the city, 
as well as changing inheritance patterns.

At the start of his papacy, Cencio di Stefano kidnapped Gregory VII dur-
ing the Christmas evening procession between S. Pietro and Santa Maria 
Maggiore and held him in his tower at the Ponte S. Pietro, a fortress that 
allowed him to excise a toll on pilgrims to S. Pietro.116 In short, Gregory’s 
efforts to end such lay practices as the collection of pilgrims’ donations ulti-
mately led to increased urban incastellamento and weakened local support 
for the reforms themselves. The attack by Cencio, while roundly defeated, 
was perhaps a first sign of the growing tensions. Henry IV’s repeated cam-
paigns to take the city and oust Gregory tested loyalties and strained papal 
resources, and reduced papal munificence within the city. When Henry 
finally took the city and installed Guibert of Ravenna as Clement III (r. 
1080–1100) in 1084, he followed this with generous gifts to the Romans (pos-
sibly the restoration of a public festival) and support for Gregory finally 
collapsed.117

Guiscard’s defeat of Henry and his Roman supporters was decisive, but 
papal governance of the city in its aftermath was increasingly “informal.”118 
Even as Urban II (r. 1088–99) was rousing knights to “liberate” Jerusalem at 
Clermont, or holding synods reaffirming investiture and excommunicating 
Clement’s ordained clergy, neither Urban nor Clement (even though he con-
trolled papal revenues) could govern effectively enough to build or rebuild a 
church in the city.119 The Roman elites continued to build towers and fortify 
their holdings in the city. By the thirteenth century, Rome would have close 

 115 Dey, Making Medieval Rome, 187–88; Lila Yawn, “Public Action, Access, and Display in 
Rome of the Later Anni Mille,” in Perspectives on Public Space in Rome, from Antiquity to 
the Present Day, ed. Gregory Smith and Jan Gadeyne (Farnham, 2013), 89–92. Tommaso 
di Carpegna Falconieri, “Torri, complessi e consorterie. Alcune riflessioni sul sistema 
abitativo dell’aristocrazia romana nei secoli XI–XII,” Rivista Storica del Lazio 2 (1994): 
3–15.

 116 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 344.
 117 Ian S. Robinson, The Papacy, 1073–1198: Continuity and Innovation (Cambridge, 1990), 250–51. 

On Clement and Henry gaining Roman support, see Yawn, “Public Action,” 101–3.
 118 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 32.
 119 Dey, Making Medieval Rome, 189. For the itinerary of Urban II, see Hamilton, A 

Sacred City, 134–50. For the canons produced during these itineraries, see Robert 
Sommerville, The Councils of Urban II, vol. I, Decreta Claromontensia (Amsterdam, 1972); 
Robert Sommerville, Pope Urban II, the Collectio Britannica, and the Council of Melfi (1089) 
(Oxford, 1996); and Robert Sommerville, Pope Urban II’s Council of Piacenza: March 1–7, 
1095 (Oxford, 2011).
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to two hundred familial towers, and the city at a distance appeared to the 
visitor, in the words of Master Gregory, “a field of towers.”120

In 1099, Paschal II (r. 1099–1118) succeeded both Urban II and Clement III, 
regained control of the city, and launched what we can now appreciate as 
a truly remarkable period of urban transformation. In something of a dam-
natio memoriae, a cardinal close to Paschal, Anastasius, filled in what is now 
the lower church of San Clement that had been restored during the reign 
of Clement III.121 The new apse mosaic presented an idealized vision of the 
Church, referencing Roman traditions, both Byzantine and Carolingian, 
while simultaneously presenting a reformed model of the Church.122 At the 
top of the triumphal arch that frames the apse are the winged creatures of 
Revelation, each with their Gospel, flanking Christos Pantokrator. Paul and 
Laurence, Peter and Clement are seated at the top of either side of the arch, 
ideal prelates of Rome. Twelve sheep process from the bejeweled cities of 
Jerusalem and Bethlehem at the bottom of the frame, the prophets Isaiah 
and Jeremiah above them. At the center, the crucifixion restores the Edenic 
paradise of scrolling vines, inhabited by Latin Church “Fathers” dressed in the 
garb of reformed clergy and lay people peacefully pursuing their agricultural 
labor. Different Roman epigraphic scripts and colors are used to subtly direct 
the viewer.123 It is a much-studied wonder of twelfth-century mosaic art, cap-
turing salvation history from the garden of Eden, through the Old Testament 
prophets, the crucifixion, resurrection, apostolic succession, the ecclesiastical 
reform of society, and all sweeping inexorably to the triumphant, bejeweled 
heavenly city.124

This allegory was being enacted on the ground. Further up the Caelian, 
Paschal rebuilt SS. Quattro Coronati. Below San Clemente, in the Forum, 
Sant’Adriano was rebuilt substantially, as was S. Bartolomeo on the island, 
Santa Cecilia in Trastevere, San Lorenzo in Lucina, and Paschal dedicated 

 120 Cristina Nardella, Il fascino di Roma nel Medioevo, Le “Meraviglie di Roma” di maestro 
Gregorio. Nuova edizione riveduta ed ampliata (Rome, 1997), 150. Master Gregorius, The 
Marvels of Rome, trans. John Osborne (Toronto, 1987).

 121 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 358; Lila Yawn, “Clement’s New Clothes: The Destruction 
of Old S. Clemente in Rome, the Eleventh-Century Frescoes, and the Cult of (Anti)
Pope Clement III,” in Framing Clement III, (Anti)Pope, 1080–1100, ed. Umberto Longo 
and Lila Yawn, Reti Medievali Rivista 13 (2012): 1–34.

 122 Hélène Toubert, “Le Renouveau paléochretien à Rome au début du XIIe siècle,” Cahiers 
Archeologiques 20 (1970): 99–154; Krautheimer, Rome: Profile, 160–63; Stefano Riccioni, Il 
Mosaico absidale di S. Clemente di Roma: Exemplum della chiesa Riformata (Spoleto, 2006).

 123 Riccioni, S. Clemente, 77–79.
 124 On church architecture as Heavenly Jerusalem in reform exegesis, see Hamilton, A 

Sacred City, 165–85.
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the small, but possibly new church of Santa Maria in Monticelli. The 
reformers of the previous generation had established church construction 
and dedication (with the deposition of relics) as a symbolically rich and 
consciously deployed enactment of the reform of the Church.125 Francesco 
Guidobaldi has observed the level of man-made fill in the early twelfth cen-
tury and its coincidence with the building campaign of Paschal II. It now 
appears that Paschal II and other early twelfth-century popes were engaged 
in an effort to level significant portions of the city’s streets at S. Clemente, 
in the Forum, and in the area of Santa Maria in Monticelli (whose name 
might suggest the infill on which it was built). These areas not only coincide 
with Paschal’s building campaigns, but map closely with papal processional 
routes.126 Paschal and, likely at least some of, his immediate successors 
were engaged not only in a revival of ancient forms (as in the apse mosaic 
of San Clemente, or Innocent II’s Santa Maria in Trastevere), but in a major 
transformation of urban infrastructure that involved the burial of ancient 
remains.127 At San Crisogono in Trastevere, the original church was filled 
to a level of about 4.5 meters to stabilize the flood-prone area and allow 
for a new church to be built. At San Clemente, the ground was raised 
some 5 meters to build the new church on top of its predecessor.128 That 
these changes in infrastructure reflect papal processionals reveals the link 
between the revived ideal of papal Rome, papal ritual, and the transforma-
tion of the physical topography of the city.

Even as the ground rose beneath their feet, Romans watched the city grow 
closer to the sky. The construction of bell towers rivaled the construction of 
familial towers in the twelfth century. The Antonio Tempesta plan of Rome 
from 1593 shows close to one hundred of the distinctive Romanesque tow-
ers. Today, thirty-five remain, and all have been dated from 1100 to 1250.129 
The towers represent a transformation of Rome’s acoustic landscape to rival 
the transformation of the physical landscape. They announced the city’s 
ecclesiastical, holy character in contrast to its increasingly militarized skyline 

 125 Hamilton, A Sacred City, 187–200.
 126 Francesco Guidobaldi, “Un estesissimo intervento urbanistico nella Roma dell’in-

izio del XII secolo e la parziale perdita della ‘memoria topografica’ della città antica,” 
Mélanges de l’École française de Rome – Moyen Âge 126 (2014): 1–47. Dey, Making Medieval 
Rome, 204.

 127 Stefano Riccioni, The Visual Experience of the Triumphant Church: The Mosaic of S. Maria 
in Trastevere (Rome, 2021); Dale Kinney, “Communication in A Visual Mode: Papal 
Apse Mosaics,” Journal of Medieval History 44 (2018): 311–32.

 128 Guidobaldi, “Intervento urbanistico,” 17, 4.
 129 Ann Priester, “Bell Towers and Building Workshops in Medieval Rome,” Journal of the 

Society of Architectural Historians 52 (1993): 199–200.
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(although some of the bell towers, at least, could have served a security func-
tion). At least four of the bell towers included a new feature: a small edi-
cola, with some image of its saint (as most clearly visible at Santa Maria in 
Trastevere, but with extant frames at Santa Maria Nova, San Gregorio, and 
Santa Croce). These singing shrines are harder still to date with precision and 
may be later additions to the bell towers. This transformation and the mix of 
Islamic pottery and Roman marbles that decorate them deserve closer atten-
tion in the scholarship.130

From Paschal II to Innocent II, the reform papacy and its supporters 
remade the city of Rome in a profound manner. In the early twelfth cen-
tury, papal processions moved through a growing city, with clear regiones, 
fortified family compounds, church and family towers rivaling each other 
for airspace, stepping along raised, rebuilt, and leveled ground. Papal Rome 
at its apex presented an ideal that attracted readings of it, an effort to inte-
grate its history, ritual, and infrastructure into a coherent whole. Benedict, a 
canon of Saint Peter’s, attempted the task first. The Mirabilia urbis Romae was 
composed towards the end of the reign of Innocent II. The work asserts a 
coherence to the topography of the city beginning with its walls, hills, baths, 
palaces, theaters, bridges, monuments, as well as the catacombs and places of 
ancient martyrdom. In short, Benedict begins with the ancient inheritance, 
almost entirely pre-Christian. From there, his narrative appears to be less 
coherent, hopscotching across the city describing ancient monuments and 
contemporary landmarks (churches and family towers) with mythic history. 
The Mirabilia comes to us collected with papal ceremonial texts and is best 
understood in that context.131 The monuments Benedict chose for detailed 
description almost always coincide with important papal processional routes. 
Benedict presents an ideal of papal Rome as Christian capitol, inheriting and 
governing the ancient Roman Empire. Rome precedes Jerusalem through 
Augustus’ vision of Christ’s birth at the imperial palace (not on the Palatine, 
according to Benedict, but on the Capitoline at Santa Maria in Aracoeli), 
through conquest under Titus, and his transference of the Temple treasures 

 130 Ibid.; Catherine Carveer, “As the Bells Toll: Parish Proximity in Medieval Rome,” 
Chant, Liturgy, and the Inheritance of Rome: Essays in Honour of Joseph Dyer, ed. Daniel 
J. DiCenso and Rebecca Maloy (Woodbridge, 2017), 189–206. Sible de Blaauw, 
“Campanae supra urbem: sull’uso delle campane nellla Roma medievalae,” Rivista 
di Storia della Chiesa in Italia 47 (1993): 367–414; Niall Atkinson, The Noisy Renaissance: 
Sound, Architecture, and Florentine Urban Life (University Park, PA, 2016).

 131 Dale Kinney, “Fact and Fiction in the Mirabilia urbis Romae,” in Roma Felix: Formation 
and Reflections of Medieval Rome, ed. Éamonn Ó Carragáin and Carol Neuman de 
Vegvar (Aldershot, 2007), 245, 249–51.
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to Rome, as well as through the Empress Eudoxia’s gift of San Pietro in 
Vincoli on the Kalends of August.132

If we return one final time to the litania maior, by the twelfth century it was 
divided into separate processions, both focused on the corridor that connects 
San Giovanni Laterano, the Capitoline, and Saint Peter’s. The clergy and peo-
ple of Rome gathered at S. Marco and processed to Saint Peter’s. Meanwhile, 
the pope said Mass at the Lateran and processed with the schola cantorum to 
the Colosseum and the Arch of Titus, past Santa Maria Nova, to San Marco, 
then to Saint Peter’s (see Figure 1.1).133 There he distributed largesse to the 
Roman people and received gifts, likely from the offerings of pilgrims. The 
simplified, stabilized, entirely intramural route suggests the ritual coherence 
of the city as does the increasing use of the phrase “via sacra” to describe the 
path through the Forum.134

The End of Medieval Papal Rome

“The pope you are seeking has fled …. We are Romans, like you.”135 Paschal 
II’s reign initiated a period of far greater papal presence in Rome, greater 
papal independence, greater ritual cohesion, and greater papal intervention 
into the fabric of the city than had been seen in more than a century, but there 
were signs that these bold transformations met resistance. This is not surpris-
ing because significant rituals are prone to volatility. In the crisis with Henry 
V in 1111, Paschal’s compromise position on investiture caused the staunch 
reformer and ritual exegete, Bruno of Segni (c.1045–1123), to turn on Paschal 
and even step away from his most assertive readings of the significance of 
papal vestments and rites.136 Paschal would even be stoned by supporters of 
the Pierleoni candidate for Urban Prefect during the Easter Monday proces-
sion as he processed both from and back to Saint Peter’s.137 It is telling that 
this dissent came at the appointment of the Urban Prefect and offers us a 
glimpse of what would come.

 132 R. Valentini and G. Zucchetti, Codice Topografico della Città di Roma, vol. 3 (Rome, 
1946); Mirabilia, XI, 28. Louis I. Hamilton, “The Rituals of Renaissance: Liturgy and 
Mythic History in the Marvels of Rome,” in Rome Re-Imagined: Twelfth-Century Jews, 
Christians and Muslims Encounter the Eternal City, ed. Louis I. Hamilton and Stefano 
Riccioni (Leiden, 2011), 10, 15, and 18.

 133 Deyer, “Major Litany,” 128–31.
 134 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 325–27.
 135 LP, II: 162, 316, 15–17.
 136 Hamilton, Sacred City, 162–211.
 137 Wickham, Medieval Rome, 344.
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The tension between the ideal of papal authority that the reformers pro-
jected and enhanced and the realities of local Roman authority continued 
after Paschal’s death. In 1118, the Frangipane briefly kidnapped the newly 
elected Gelasius II (r. 1118–19). In July of the same year, the Frangipane moved 
against him again as Henry V’s last pope held S. Pietro. Gelasius made the 
mistake of agreeing to celebrate the feast of Santa Prassede at her church, 
this was Frangipane Rome (in fortis Fraipanum).138 Members of the Normanni 
and Crescentii families chose to accompany Gelasius because of the obvious 
danger, and the Frangipane did indeed attack the church, launching projec-
tiles and firing arrows. The Normanni and Crescentii held the Frangipane off 
while Gelasius fled the city. In Pandulf’s account, Stefano Normanni appealed 
to the Frangipane, “What are you doing? Where are you attacking? The pope 
you are looking for has already gone, he has escaped. Surely you don’t want 
to destroy us? We are Romans, like you, and if we can say, your family.”139 
The Frangipane quit the battle at this reminder of both their intermarriage 
and their common Roman identity. This too had emerged, or become more 
powerful, in the conflict between emperors and popes and the frequent bat-
tles to control the city, a sense of Roman identity independent of either pope 
or emperor.

In 1143, a dying Innocent II, himself a member of the powerful Papareschi 
of Trastevere, and after more than a decade of firm rule of the city, granted 
generous terms to the routed Tivolesi. A Roman revolt followed: the minor 
nobility, “the mercantile, manufacturing and professional classes,” declared 
the revival of the Roman Senate, with fifty-six senators, chosen from among 
“a few hundred families,” and the Roman commune was born.140 Within a 
decade, the commune was taking on major building campaigns in and around 
the city, beginning with its infrastructure, the Milvian Bridge, the Aurelian 
walls. By the thirteenth century, the commune established the Magistri edifico-
rum Urbis: three magistrates who regulated all public building and sanitation, 
“all questions pertaining to the buildings, walls, houses, streets and piaz-
zas and boundaries” of Rome. In the thirteenth century, churches brought 
their property disputes to these civil magistrates. While a powerful pope like 
Innocent III (r. 1198–1216) might build and restore great churches, he could 
no longer weave the entire cityscape into a narrative of his own, ancient 

 138 Ibid., 181; LP, II: 162, 316, 3–6.
 139 LP, II: 162, 316, 15–17.
 140 Vigeur, Forgotten Story, 211–17; Wickham, Medieval Rome, 220–77; Wickham, 

Sleepwalking, 119–60; and Dey, Making Medieval Rome, 205–13.

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108662994.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 13.201.136.108, on 25 Jul 2025 at 21:24:06, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108662994.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Louis  I .  Hamilton

68

authority. Rome was the city of the popes, but Rome now stood apart from 
them, redeploying the rhetoric of antiquity, Senatus populusque Romani.141

The Future of Medieval Papal Rome

New evidence, new questions, or new methods are needed to open up new 
insights into the Middle Ages, particularly an area so closely studied and with 
such a rich historiographical tradition as medieval Rome and the papacy. New 
questions and new methods are of vital importance as we rarely discover new 
and significant primary evidence. Rome, however, has been exceptional in 
this regard as new archaeological discoveries have transformed our under-
standing of the medieval city, revealing a more vibrant, more commercial 
city than we had previously understood. These have combined with new art 
historical methods and occasions of restoration, as at SS. Quatro Coronati 
and Santa Maria in Aracoeli.142 More remains to be discovered as modern 
techniques allow us to peer behind or peel back Renaissance and Baroque 
encrustations of medieval spaces, and, if occasion and resources permit signif-
icant archaeological efforts (particularly in the areas of medieval Trastevere), 
these will ignite their own sets of possibilities. There is more to be done to 
fully integrate the current archaeology into new narratives of medieval papal 
Rome. In the meantime, new methods are being developed employing com-
putational tools to build, analyze, and visualize large data sets. The use of 
geographic information systems is enabling both a systematic revision of 
Lanciani and a purpose-built medieval Forma urbis by Nicoletta Giannini.143 
As these geographic databases grow to include textual evidence, a more inte-
grated, more nuanced portrait of the city will continue to emerge (as can be 
seen in the innovative analysis of Francesco Guidobaldi, discussed above). 
These approaches will help us to better analyze the connections in Rome’s 
documentary remains, rich medieval artistic heritage, ritual practice (and 

 141 Vigeur, Forgotten Story, 309–44.
 142 Andreina Draghi and Claudio Noviello, Gli affreschi dell’Aula gotica nel Monastero dei 

Santi Quattro Coronati: una storia ritrovata (Milan, 2006); Lia Barelli, The Monumental 
Complex of Santi Quattro Coronati in Rome (Rome, 2009); Claudia Bolgia, Reclaiming 
the Roman Capitol: Santa Maria in Aracoeli from the Altar of Augustus to the Franciscans, c. 
500–1450 (London, 2020).

 143 Tice, “The GIS Forma urbis Romae Project,” 70–85. A. Molinari and N. Giannini, “La 
construzione della Form Urbis Digitale di Roma medievale: il progetto dell’Universita 
di Roma Tor Vergata,” Archeologia e Calcolatori Supplemento 7 (2015): 213–25. Claudia 
Bolgia and Maurizio Campanelli, “Linking Evidence.” www.linkingevidence.it/. I am 
presently working with colleagues on a database of the edicole sacre of Rome from 
antiquity to the present.
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the crowds that gathered for these rites), topography, and social change.144 
Likewise, computational tools will allow us to better understand the social 
networks and relationships that were fundamental to premodern insti-
tutions.145 Perhaps most important are the areas of study missing from, or 
barely alluded to, in this chapter: women and religious minorities of medie-
val Rome. Women are named in a variety of textual and visual evidence, as 
patrons and leaders, with titles fundamental to Roman society, even senatrix 
and episcopa. The women of Rome need greater study in their own right. 
Likewise, the Greek communities of medieval Rome: how long and in what 
manner did they persist? The twelfth-century Mirabilia references the schola 
graecorum; what was its size and identity? More challenging, but no less in 
need of study, are the Jews of Rome, one of the most ancient Jewish com-
munities in the world. When Benjamin of Tudela passed through the city he 
found a small community “of honorable position,” but one with its own rich 
sense of the city and its history.146 Most challenging, but almost certainly a 
part of Roman life, would be to study the Africans and Muslims who inter-
sected with the city. We know trade took place, as clearly as we can see the 
Arabic terra cotta in twelfth-century campanile, we know that there were 
Muslim communities in southern Italy, and we have tantalizing family names 
(such as Africanus or Saraceno).147 Gregory VII certainly understood Islam 
well enough to offer a grateful prayer for a Muslim ruler who allowed for a 
certain freedom of the Church in Africa. “We beseech that God himself will 
bring you … into the blessedness of the bosom of the most holy patriarch 
Abraham,” Gregory replied to an-Nāşir, King of Mauretania (r. 1062–88/89) 

 144 Hamilton, Sacred City; John Howe, Church Reform and Social Change in Eleventh-Century 
Italy: Dominic of Sora and His Patrons (Philadelphia, 1997).

 145 Ian S. Robinson, “The Friendship Network of Gregory VII,” History 63 (1978): 1–22; 
reexamined by Kriston R. Rennie, “Extending Gregory VII’s ‘Friendship Network’: 
Social Contacts in Late Eleventh-Century France,” History 93 (2008): 475–96. On 
the role of letter writing to foster reform, see Jeffrey M. Wayno, “Rethinking the 
Fourth Lateran Council of 1215,” Speculum 93(3) (2018), 611–37. See also Leidulf Melve, 
“Ecclesiastical Reform in Historiographical Context,” History Compass 13 (2015): 213–21.

 146 Riccardo Calimani, Storia degli ebrei di Roma: dall’emancipazione ai giorni nostri (Milan, 
2017); Marie Térèse Champagne and Ra‘anan S. Boustan, “Walking in the Shadows 
of the Past: The Jewish Experience of Rome in the Twelfth Century,” in Rome 
Re-Imagined, ed. Hamilton and Riccioni, 52–82. Anna Esposito, Un’altra Roma: mino-
ranze nazionali e comunità ebraiche tra Medioevo e Rinascimento (Rome, 1995). Kenneth 
R. Stow, Alienated Minority: The Jews of Medieval Latin Europe (Cambridge, MA, 1992).

 147 David Abulafia, The Great Sea: A Human History of the Mediterranean (New York, 2020); 
Alex Metcalfe, The Muslims of Medieval Italy (Edinburgh, 2009). For Rome as seen from 
Islamic sources, see Mario Casari, “Decoding the Labyrinth: Rome in Arabic and 
Persian Medieval Literature,” in Rome Re-Imagined, ed. Hamilton and Riccioni, 122–53; 
Ivana Ait, “Per un profile dell’artistocrazia romana nel XI secolo: i rapporti commer-
ciali con l’Africa,” Studi storici 38 (1997): 329–38.
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at his request for approval of the election of the bishop Servandus.148 Were 
there boundaries between these communities and Christian Roman society? 
Almost certainly, but what did they look like? What exchanges took place? 
Were they direct, or were they at a remove? The recent transformation of 
our understanding of the Muslim communities in Norman Italy suggests the 
possibilities.

Archaeology will continue to provide richer evidence for the vibrancy of 
medieval Rome, and new data will continue to emerge. It remains to be seen 
how a new generation of historians, employing still more sophisticated tools 
and more open questions, will allow us to reimagine the eternal city.

 148 The translation is H. E. J. Cowdrey, The Register of Pope Gregory VII, 1073–1085: An English 
Translation (Oxford, 2002), 3.21. Ait, “Per un profile dell’artistocrazia romana.”
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