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Introduction
Medieval Italy was never a single, uniform kingdom. It was a shifting mosaic of duchies
and bishoprics, monasteries and marketplaces, port cities and mountain villages, all
negotiating authority with emperors, popes, lords, and citizens. This book offers an
accessible survey of that mosaic, tracing how Italy’s urban dynamism, religious
movements, and cultural innovations helped to shape Europe between the sixth and
fourteenth centuries. By following a clear chronology while pausing for thematic
explorations, we aim to make sense of a complex past without losing sight of the
people who lived it.

Our story begins in the aftermath of Rome, with the Lombards’ arrival and the
emergence of new political geographies. From there we follow the Carolingian and
Ottonian interventions that reconnected Italy to transalpine empires and reforms, and
we examine how the papacy learned to govern both souls and spaces. Meanwhile,
monastic orders—Benedictines, Cluniacs, Cistercians, and the Camaldolese—knit the
peninsula together through prayer, landholding, and literacy, creating networks that
preserved texts, cleared forests, experimented with agriculture, and educated future
leaders.

Cities are the true protagonists of this book. Pisa and Genoa turned maritime horizons
into engines of commerce, building fleets, warehouses, and legal instruments to
manage risk and partnership. Bologna became a laboratory for law, where the study of
Roman jurisprudence and canon law generated new ways to structure contracts,
courts, and civic life. Across the peninsula, communes developed councils, statutes,
and offices that taught generations of Italians how to argue, vote, tax, and defend.
These practices were not merely local experiments: they seeded institutional habits
that would travel widely in Europe.

Religious movements continually reshaped urban society. Mendicant friars preached in
piazzas, founded schools and hospitals, and gave voice to new forms of devotion that
spoke to artisans and merchants as well as nobles and clerics. Pilgrims and crusaders
braided Italian towns into Mediterranean networks of exchange, while encounters
among Christians, Jews, and Muslims—sometimes collaborative, sometimes
violent—left traces in law, liturgy, art, and everyday custom. Out of these frictions
came innovations in finance, record-keeping, preaching, and sacred architecture that
would define European culture for centuries.

The book also attends to the textures of ordinary life: how households were formed,
how guilds organized work, how peasants reshaped the countryside, and how cities
faced hunger, plague, and recovery. We follow the shock of the fourteenth-century
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crises and the resilience that followed, when charitable institutions, hospitals, and civic
rituals helped communities to reckon with loss. In the process, we chart the
emergence of new voices in literature and learning, from notarial Latin to the early
Tuscan vernacular, setting the stage for humanism without detaching it from its
medieval roots.

Each chapter is designed to stand alone while contributing to a cumulative narrative.
Readers will find clear timelines, key terms, and case studies that anchor broader
arguments: a Pisan convoy in the western Mediterranean, a Genoese partnership
contract, a Bolognese classroom, a Franciscan preaching campaign, a communal
statute, a rural land clearance. Together, these snapshots illuminate how medieval
Italy—through its city-states, monastic orders, and restless culture of
innovation—helped make Europe what it became.
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Chapter One: After Rome: The Lombard Kingdom,
568–774
The year 568 AD marked a seismic shift in the political landscape of the Italian
peninsula. Like a sudden, unwelcome guest, a Germanic people known as the
Lombards, or Langobards, descended from Pannonia (modern-day Hungary) and
began their conquest of Italy. They weren't entirely alone in this endeavor; various
other groups, including Saxons, Heruls, Gepids, Bulgars, Thuringians, and even some
Ostrogoths, joined their migration. This influx of peoples fundamentally altered Italy's
trajectory, establishing a new power dynamic that would endure for centuries.

Italy at this time was still reeling from the devastating Gothic Wars (535–554) between
the Byzantine Empire and the Ostrogothic Kingdom, a conflict that had left many areas
severely depopulated and ravaged. Byzantine forces, though nominally in control of
the peninsula, were weakened and offered little resistance to the Lombard advance.
This made the Lombard invasion remarkably swift, at least initially. Key northern cities
like Milan and, after a three-year siege, Pavia quickly fell into Germanic hands by 572
AD. Pavia subsequently became the capital of the newly established Lombard
Kingdom.

The Lombards, led by King Alboin, didn't manage to conquer the entire peninsula.
Areas such as Latium (around Rome), Sardinia, Sicily, Calabria, Naples, Venice, and
parts of southern Apulia remained outside their direct control. The Byzantine Empire
still clung to a significant portion of Italy, particularly the coastal regions, which could
be readily supplied by sea, as the Lombards lacked a navy. This led to a fragmented
Italy, divided between Lombard-ruled territories and those under Byzantine authority.
The Byzantines maintained a stronghold in the Exarchate of Ravenna, which became
the seat of their representative, the exarch, who held both civil and military power.

The Lombard Kingdom was not a monolithic entity. It was organized into numerous
duchies, each ruled by semi-autonomous dukes. These duchies, in turn, were
subdivided into gastaldates at the municipal level, managed by officials known as 
gastaldi. The northern Lombard duchies collectively formed what was known as
Langobardia Maior, while the two large southern duchies of Spoleto and Benevento
constituted Langobardia Minor. This geographical separation meant the southern
duchies enjoyed considerably more autonomy than their northern counterparts.

One of the most significant early developments in the Lombard Kingdom was the
codification of their customary laws. In 643, King Rothari promulgated the Edictum
Rothari in Pavia. This was the first written compilation of Lombard law, and it
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comprised 388 chapters, primarily outlining Germanic customary law. Written in
Vulgar Latin, the Edict also incorporated some modifications aimed at strengthening
the king's authority and limiting the power of feudal rulers. It focused heavily on
compensations for wrongs, utilizing a system of weregild (blood money) to prevent
vendettas, rather than addressing public life or civic duties. While initially only
applying to Lombards, the Edictum Rothari represents a crucial step in the evolution of
legal systems in medieval Italy, and it reflected a blend of Germanic and Roman
influences.

Religion played a complex role in the early Lombard Kingdom. Initially, many
Lombards were Arian Christians or even pagans. This religious difference created
tension with the Roman population, who were largely Catholic, as well as with the
Byzantine Empire and the Pope. However, by the end of the 7th century, the Lombards
had largely converted to Catholicism, removing a significant barrier to the integration
of the two populations. This conversion was influenced by figures like Queen
Theodelinda, who maintained a direct relationship with Pope Gregory I and promoted
the establishment of monasteries.

The 8th century marked a period of economic prosperity and political growth for the
Lombard Kingdom. The society, once primarily composed of warriors and their
subjects, diversified into a more complex structure with landowners, artisans, farmers,
merchants, and even lawyers. This era saw a considerable development of abbeys,
particularly Benedictine ones, and an expansion of monetary economics, which even
led to the emergence of a banking class. Lombard kings began to develop their own
independent gold and silver coinage, moving beyond mere imitation of Byzantine
currency.

Kings like Liutprand (712–744) further extended the kingdom's territory and
strengthened royal authority, even subjecting the previously independent duchies of
Spoleto and Benevento. His reign is often considered the peak of Lombard political
power. Liutprand also revised King Rothari's Edict, adding 153 articles and abolishing
the guidrigild, a fine similar to the wergild. By his time, most inhabitants of Lombard
Italy were considered Lombards regardless of their ancestry and followed Lombard
Law, indicating a significant cultural assimilation.

However, Lombard expansionism eventually led to increased conflict with the Papacy.
King Aistulf, who reigned from 749 to 756, pursued an aggressive policy of territorial
conquest. In 751, he captured Ravenna, effectively ending the Byzantine Exarchate
and pushing the Lombards to a near-complete domination of Italy. Aistulf even
proclaimed himself "King of the Romans," asserting his claim to the former imperial
territories. These actions, however, greatly alarmed the Pope.

Pope Stephen II, facing increasing pressure from Aistulf, appealed to the Franks for
assistance. In 754 and again in 756, the Frankish king Pepin III invaded Italy and
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defeated Aistulf, forcing him to return seized lands to the Papacy. This marked a
turning point, as it directly led to the beginning of the temporal power of the popes
and the creation of the Papal States.

Aistulf's successor, Desiderius, who ruled from 756 to 774, initially tried to ally himself
with the Franks through marriage. However, his renewed threats against Rome and
the Papacy eventually prompted Pope Adrian I to seek aid from Charlemagne, Pepin's
son. In 773–774, Charlemagne invaded Italy, conquered the Lombard Kingdom
outright, and took Desiderius captive, effectively ending the independent Lombard
monarchy in northern Italy. Charlemagne then adopted the title "King of the
Lombards," though he never managed to gain full control of the southern Duchy of
Benevento. Despite the fall of their kingdom, the Lombards left an indelible mark on
Italy, with their legacy visible in place names, legal traditions, and the lasting political
fragmentation of the peninsula.
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