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The turn of the first millennium is probably not 
the first era that comes to mind when one 
thinks of medieval church decorations in 
Rome. It was not an age that witnessed the con-
struction of lavish new religious structures, 
richly decorated in the sumptuous medium of 
mosaic, as we find for example in the early 
ninth and early twelfth centuries.' Perhaps 
such activities were better suited to moments 
when the city was more firmly under papal 
control, with funding available for expenditure 
on expensive building projects. The eleventh 
century, together with its predecessor (the 
tenth), is, by contrast, generally considered by 
art historians to be a low point in the city's rich 
history of artistic endeavour. As Richard Krau-
theimer has commented: "Once the wave of 
Carolingian architecture and decoration had 
ended around 850, church building in Rome 
seems to have nearly stopped" .2 What is true for 
architecture has also been thought to apply to 
the related media of wall painting and sculp-
ture. However, such a judgement may be overly 
hasty, and largely conditioned by thinking in 
terms of modern notions of "fine art". If instead 
we regard church decorations as historical 
documents - non-verbal texts which can pro-
vide some insight into an age for which written 
records tend to be sparse - then a somewhat 
different picture may perhaps emerge. The aim 
of this paper is to explore how these "docu-

ments" might be used to increase our under-
standing of the use made of various spaces 
within ecclesiastical buildings, and in the proc-
ess of doing so to survey in general terms what 
is known about eleventh-century mural decora-
tion in Roman churches. 

From the outset it should be stressed that ar-
tistic production in Rome did not cease in the 
three centuries between the Carolingian and 
Twelfth-Century "renaissances" . There was al-
ways some new church construction, however 
modest; and existing buildings continued to be 
used, and on occasion were even redecorated, 
although usually in the less opulent medium of 
painting on plaster, rather than in mosaic. 
These murals may not always be visually spec-
tacular, and often they survive today only in 
a fragmentary state, perhaps revealed to us 
by archaeological excavation, or known only 
through the intermediary of antiquarian draw-
ings made in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries .4 Hence these "documents" are not 
well known to scholars, and are only rarely to 
be found in standard surveys of the arts of me-
dieval Italy. However, when the evidence is put 
together from the surviving fragments in Ro-
man churches such as S. Clemente, S. Maria 
Antiqua, S. Urbano alla Caffarella, S. Lorenzo 
fuori le mura, S. Sebastiano al Palatino, S. Cri-
sogono, S. Maria in Via Lata, S. Pudenziana, 
and others, a significant picture of the decora-
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