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Abstract 

 

 Imperial charters issued to the cities of Italy in the eleventh century and early 

twelfth century have been studied extensively for their presentation of social groups and 

the interaction of these groups with the imperial court. However, these studies have 

generally overlooked the role of these documents as political rhetoric. This paper argues 

that the terms and phrasing used to describe the people of Mantua in the imperial charters 

of the eleventh century were chosen for their political and ideological power, not for their 

ability to indicate a concrete social group. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/emed.12168
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The Vocabulary of Groups in Eleventh-Century Mantua 

 

 In January or February of 1014 a charter concerning communal lands, trade and 

personal property was issued to the arimanni of Mantua by Henry II.
1
 On 3 November 

1055 a similar charter was issued to the cives of the same city by Henry III.
2
 These rights 

were reiterated in 1090 by Matilda of Canossa,
3
 and in 1091 by Henry IV.

4
 This type of 

charter, where a king or emperor granted rights to an urban group, was not unprecedented 

but was nevertheless unusual. The habitatores of Genoa had received concessions in 958 

as had the cives of Cremona in 996 while the homines of Savona would receive similar 

rights later in 1014.
5
 By 1100, the civitas of Modena, populus of Ferrara, and cives of 

Lucca and Pisa received similar rights from the emperor while urban groups in other 

cities received comparable rights from leading secular figures, such as the habitantes of 

Genoa in 1056 from the margrave Alberto.
6
 The Mantuan charters form part of this 

emerging phenomenon but their early appearance and frequency o mean they are of great 

importance to our understanding of the political and social organisation of the Italian 

cities. 

The fundamental argument of this paper is that the terms arimanni and cives were 

used to describe the recipients of these charters not because they referred to an existing 

and well defined ordo but because of their deliberately invoked political and rhetorical 

connotations. Charters were fundamental political tools which legitimised power through 

their recollection of the practices and customs of earlier authority.
7
 Both the terms 

arimanni and cives had been used by previous rulers of Italy, the Roman emperors (cives) 
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and Lombard and Carolingian kings (arimanni and cives), to define a social ordo with 

specific legal and social connections to the ruler and, in several cases, relatively well 

defined membership on economic, social or ethnic bases. These same terms were used by 

the German emperors of the eleventh century to identify and empower a group of 

supporters within Mantua while emphasising their inherent right to intervene in the city. 

In contrast with their use by earlier rulers, the terms were now used to refer to a 

permeable group without fixed social boundaries which could act in political or military 

support of the emperor. As Reynolds notes, any group, even one with an undefined 

membership, could act as a corporate body in this period and this flexibility created a 

very different dynamic of change than that of the more rigid modern definitions of social 

groups.
8
 In the case of Mantua in the eleventh century, these specific terms were chosen 

because they drew on remembered ideologies which supported the legitimacy of the 

authority of their donors while reserving a privileged position for their recipients. 

 The specific context of the charters was a prolonged interaction between the 

German emperors and the Canossan family which often devolved into open conflict. The 

Canossans were the leading secular power in northern Italy throughout the eleventh 

century with significant interests and titles in Lombardy and Emilia by 1014.
9
 In the early 

1030s significant possessions and political rights were added in Tuscany when Boniface 

of Canossa was appointed margrave of the region.
10

 Many of these lands were obtained 

with imperial support and the Canossans were occasional allies of the German 

emperors.
11

 This relationship was not universally amicable and the charters created for 

the arimanni and cives of Mantua coincide with three periods of conflict. The 1014 
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charter was produced alongside numerous other imperial documents between 1013 and 

1015 which empowered the opponents of the Canossan family and consolidated Henry 

II’s position in Northern Italy.
12

 The 1055 charter was one of a series of documents 

produced in that year which undermined Canossan power while the emperor Henry III 

pursued military action against them.
13

 The 1090 and 1091 charters mark the start and 

conclusion of the siege of Mantua, then a Canossan city, by imperial forces led by Henry 

IV.
14

 These two documents present rival claims to authority over the city by the 

Canossans and the emperor: the 1090 charter was designed to ensure the cives of Mantua 

supported the Canossans while the 1091 document affirmed the move of the cives into the 

imperial camp. These goals and this context determined the selection of rhetorically 

charged terms to describe the charters’ recipients. 

 As there are relatively few narrative sources which provide accounts of collective 

action in Mantua in the eleventh century we are almost entirely dependent on these 

charters for our understanding of the city. The only author to provide extensive details of 

events in Mantua is Donizone, a monk at the monastery of Canossa, in his Vita Mathildis, 

a poem praising the deeds of Matilda of Canossa written between 1111 and 1115.
15

 

Donizone presents Mantua as a recurring antagonist and describes the city’s inhabitants 

with an array of terms depending on their loyalty or opposition to Matilda.
16

 The date of 

composition means that the poem was created in a significantly different political 

environment to that of the eleventh-century charters. Furthermore, Donizone’s goals in 

writing were rather different to those of the charters’ authors: although, like the authors 

of the charters, Donizone stressed the authority of his patron, he had no desire to stress 
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the existence of a collective in Mantua with any particular remembered rights.
17

 Indeed, 

this would undermine the city’s presence as a persistent villain. The motivations behind 

Donizone’s use of language were similar to those of the authors of the charters discussed 

here, but ultimately his work is a product of different goals and traditions and is of 

limited use in the discussion of rhetoric and social groups in Mantua in the eleventh 

century. 

After addressing the current historiographical trends regarding the social structure 

of the Italian cities, I will argue five connected points. Firstly, the extant copies of the 

original charters issued to the arimanni and cives of Mantua during the eleventh century 

are preserved without significant interpolation. Secondly, the rights incorporated within 

these charters reflect the political, economic and rhetorical goals of their donors and, to a 

certain extent, their recipients. Thirdly, these goals necessitated the use of rhetorically 

charged language and this was reflected in part by the choice of terms to describe the 

charters’ recipients. Fourthly, although these arguments are not incompatible with the 

presence of a defined social structure in Mantua, the charter evidence also suggests that 

arimanni and cives were used to describe those with a broad range of economic interests 

which are not easily reconciled with traditional distinctions between cives and milites. 

Finally, I will suggest that these arguments can be applied in relation to several other 

Italian cities. 

 

Historiography: The Social Structure of the Italian Cities 
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 The identity and social nature of the charters’ recipients, labelled arimanni in 

1014 and cives from 1055 onwards, is of particular importance within current historical 

debate. The presence of either or both of these supposed groups in Mantua has been used 

to suggest a social dynamic in the city and has formed part of the broader analysis of the 

social structure of the Italian cities between 1000 and 1200. Cracco defines this debate 

beginning in the 1970s as follows: ‘Historians felt the need... to ask themselves again 

what the origins of urban society were: what were the classes that actually shaped it, 

while shaping themselves at the same time?’
18

 Terms such as cives and arimanni have 

been used to demonstrate the position and power of diverse and relatively well defined 

social groups within the Italian cities. 

 Hagen Keller’s 1979 work Adelsherrschaft und städtische Gesellschaft in 

Oberitalien remains very influential in this debate.
19

 Keller argued that the social 

structure of the Italian cities in the twelfth century was based on three ordines: the 

Capitani (higher nobility), Valvassores (lower nobility) and another non-noble ordo 

known by various terms including cives, populus, populares and plebs.
20

 Keller combined 

his model of a Ständeordnung (social order) with an extensive exercise in 

Personenforschung around Milan to argue that the early communes were dominated by 

the same group of families which had held positions of power in the proto-communal 

period: the capitani and valvassores; collectively the milites. He viewed the social 

structure of the Italian cities as fundamentally similar to that of the rest of Western 

Europe, simply applied to an urban setting. This stood in stark contrast to the traditional 

presentation of the commune as an institution created by newly empowered merchants 
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and artisans (the cives) who gained a share of political power by using their wealth 

obtained through trade, manufacture and banking to acquire positions within the fledgling 

consulate.
21

  Bordone and Grillo have underlined the impact of Keller’s work, noting a 

tendency to see the Ständeordnung he put forward for Milan as representative of the 

situation in cities across Italy and an extension of this model into the eleventh century.
22

 

Numerous important authors including Rosetti, Menant and Jones have strong ties to 

Keller’s analysis.
23

 Although several writers, mostly Italians, have challenged this shift,
24 

Keller’s arguments and concept of Ständeordnung still dominate the discussion of this 

period. 

 The debate has become more nuanced in recent years. Castagnetti, Tabacco and 

Bordone have argued that the social composition of the consulate and the citizenship in 

general varied in different regions of Italy, highlighting the prominence of merchants and 

artisans and exclusion of nobles within some city collectives.
25

 Most recently, Wickham 

has completed a broad study of the emergence of the commune across Italy underlining 

fundamental differences in the social and economic positions of the families which 

dominated the consulate in different cities and heavily revising Keller’s depiction of the 

three ordines involved in the rule of the early communes.
26

 Keller himself has 

emphasised that his Ständeordnung is not universal and warned against using the results 

derived from his methodology on the basis of disparate or partial source documentation.
27

 

Nevertheless, the existence of distinct social ordines within the cities of Italy remains 

widely accepted. Authors such as Reynolds who rightly argue against the imposition of 

twelfth-century models on earlier periods are inevitably drawn to Keller’s terminology 
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and model of society.
28

 Wickham does much to dispute the model used by Keller and his 

followers, but nevertheless bases his arguments on the existence of more or less defined 

social strata within the Italian cities.
29

 

 The connection or distinction between arimanni and cives in Mantua during the 

eleventh century informs this broader discussion: was the term arimanni used 

synonymously with milites, or with cives, or to distinguish an entirely separate entity? 

Arimanni of the Lombard period were warrior settlers who arrived in Italy in the sixth 

and seventh centuries and seem to have been defined by their ethnicity, stake in the 

military and theoretical link to the king.
30

 Because of the continued occasional 

appearances of arimanni in various sources several authors, most notably Castagnetti, 

contend that arimanni survived as an ordo in some areas into the thirteenth century.
31

 

Mengozzi, Schumann and Bordone associate arimanni in Mantua with the milites in the 

mid-eleventh century, highlighting an apparent distinction between arimanni and cives in 

documents of this period.
32

 In contrast, Colorni, Fumagalli, Dilcher and Gardoni have 

presented arimanni and cives within Mantua as synonymous, largely on the basis of the 

similarities between the 1014 and 1055 charters.
33

 As is the case with the broader 

arguments over social ordines in Italy, both sides of this more specific debate rely on the 

assumption that stratified and clearly delineated social groups existed within Mantua at 

this time. 

 

Authenticity of the Charters 
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 Although the original charters do not survive, viable copies of all four documents 

are extant within the thirteenth-century Liber privilegiorum of Mantua: a collection of the 

privileges received by the arimanni or cives of Mantua.
34

 The documents of the Liber 

privilegiorum are held in the Archivio Gonzaga and, because of their relevance to the 

history of Mantua, they have received a very high standard of care.
35

 Beyond the 1014, 

1055, 1090 and 1091 documents the portfolio includes charters produced at the courts of 

Henry V (1116),
36

 Lothar III (1133),
37

 Frederick I (1159 and 1164),
38

 and Frederick II 

(1237).
39

 As such, the Liber privilegiorum is the most extensive collection of charters 

dealing with an Italian city collective in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. 

 There are some minor differences in the details of these charters, but they all 

provide similar rights. Their authors proclaim a desire to relieve the oppression of their 

recipients and confirm protection of the recipients’ lands and property within the county 

of Mantua. Rights to trade along the Po and Mincio without payment of tolls or taxes 

were granted. Finally, a large fine was to be levied on anyone who violated the decree of 

the charters. 

 As Dilcher observes, the question of interpolation within the Liber privilegiorum 

cannot be avoided.
40

 Nevertheless, although there may have been additions and 

alterations made to these documents, it is likely that these were minor.
41

 The phrasing of 

the clauses of the documents fits with that of their contemporaries: the 1014 charter is 

similar to a document of the same year issued to the homines of Savona while the 1055 

charter bears a strong resemblance to a contemporary document granting similar rights to 

the populus of Ferrara.
42

 Likewise, the charters produced in 1091 and later follow the 
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increasingly standardised structure of imperial grants to Italian cities. The dates and 

locations of issue of these charters also correspond with the position of the emperor as 

confirmed by other documents: the copy of the 1014 charter claims production in 

Ravenna, where Henry held a synod in January and February of that year and issued 

several other charters. The copyist of the 1055 document claims the production of the 

original in Guastalla, 20 miles south of Mantua, on 3 November that year: two weeks 

after the production of another charter granting rights to the bishop of Mantua produced 

in Mantua itself.
43

  The copyist claims that the 1090 and 1091 documents were produced 

in Mantua just before the start of the siege of the city and just after its fall respectively.
44

 

In each case, the purported dates and places of production fit the donor’s itinerary. This 

strongly suggests that charters addressed to the arimanni or cives were produced in these 

years and contained the same basic core of rights and intentions presented in the later 

copies. There remain two significant issues of possible interpolation in these documents 

which require further discussion: 

 Firstly, the authenticity of the term arimanni has been questioned, but it has 

generally been accepted as reliable in recent scholarship. Torelli argued that the 1014 

document was fabricated and the 1055 document altered in order to strengthen the late 

twelfth-century claims of the Mantuan commune to the lands and rights included in the 

1159 charter issued by Frederick I.
45

 He reasoned that the appearance of arimanni in 

1014 was an interpolation based on the 1159 charter.
46

 He further argued that the phrase 

cives videlicet eremanos in the 1055 document was a classic case of interpolation because 

of the copyist’s use of the term videlicet.
47

 Counter to Torelli’s arguments and by 
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highlighting the appearance of the same terms in contemporary charters Tabacco and 

Castagnetti have demonstrated that the 1014 and 1055 charters were not reliant on the 

1159 document for the use of arimanni.
48

 The term is unusual, but not unique, within the 

charters of Henry II. Beyond its appearance in 1014, it appeared in a charter of 1006 

issued to the bishop of Como granting him the public rights in the city, including 

protection of the arimanni.
49

 The evidence that the language used in the 1055 charter is 

consistent with that common to the court of Henry III is more decisive: arimanni appear 

in four of Henry’s other charters including two produced in 1055.
50

 On this basis Tabacco 

and Castagnetti argue convincingly that arimanni and cives were transmitted from the 

original documents and that the 1159 document was an attempt to reconcile and codify 

the preceding charters.
51

 

 Secondly, the trading rights provided in the 1014 charter are more extensive than 

those provided in 1055 or 1091. The 1014 and 1159 charters detail trading rights in 

Garda, Lazise, Sommolago, Brescia, Ferrara, Comacchio and Ravenna,
52

 while the 1055 

and 1091 documents mention only Ravenna, Argenta, Ferrara and Sommolago.
53

 In this 

case it is possible that the compiler of the Liber privilegiorum interpolated the list of 

cities presented in the 1159 document into the 1014 counterpart in order to strengthen 

thirteenth-century claims to these rights.
54

 However, the trading rights in the other 

charters within the Liber privilegiorum suggest that the 1014 list was authentic and part 

of broader anomalies within the charters in general. The 1090 and 1133 charters do not 

name any specific cities in which the Mantuans will enjoy trading rights. The 1116 

document lists toll free trading rights in Lazise, Garda, Sommolago, Brescia, Bologna, 
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Ferrara, Argenta, Ravenna and Commachio.
55

 This was the most generous grant of 

trading rights provided by any of these documents and includes every city mentioned 

elsewhere as well as one city, Bologna, which does not appear in any other charter. The 

trading rights provided by individual documents within the Liber privilegiorum varied 

greatly and the simple explanation that the 1014 rights were interpolated from the 1159 

charter is insufficient. If an interpolation was to be made, the 1116 charter provided a 

more generous base of rights. It is likely that the trading rights listed in the 1159 charter 

were based on those presented in 1014. For the purposes of this article, it is sufficient to 

accept that while the precise rights detailed in the copy of the 1014 charter may be a later 

interpolation, the document nevertheless provides a reasonable indication of these 

rights.
56

 

 

Political Goals in the Charters 

 

 As Keller and Koziol amongst others have demonstrated, the performative nature 

of charters relied on the involvement in the construction of the document of all those 

party to it i.
57

 Charters were not simply one way, written communications issued by the 

donor to passive recipients, but were the product of negotiation between the donor, 

recipient and any intercessors.
58

 The influence of the donors and the recipients can be 

observed in the charters to the arimanni and cives of Mantua. 

 The similarities between the charters issued to the Mantuan arimanni and cives in 

1014, 1055 and 1091 and several contemporary documents suggest that the imperial court 
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exerted a strong influence over their production and structure. For example, the 1014 

charter uses an address clause identical to that used in other documents produced in 

Ravenna in January and February 1014.
59

 The 1055 charter likewise employs very similar 

phrasing, layout and rights to those found in the 1055 charter to the populus of Ferrara.
60

 

Moreover, these charters were produced alongside a range of documents designed to 

assert imperial authority across northern Italy.
61

 As such their contents and phrasing were 

determined largely by the goals of the imperial court. 

 The contents of the 1090 charter were likewise heavily influenced by the 

Canossan court. The timing of the charter is certainly connected to the arrival in Italy of 

Henry IV at the head of the imperial host and the document was designed to ensure the 

loyalty of the cives of Mantua. Furthermore, in sharp contrast to the typical structure of 

Matilda’s charters, this document follows very similar lines to the imperial charters 

produced in 1014, 1055, and 1091. Matilda and her husband, Welf, are portrayed 

undertaking the role of donor previously occupied by the emperor. This corresponds to a 

broader attempt by the Canossan court to cast Matilda and her family fulfilling the 

imperial duties while the German emperors failed to carry out their responsibilities.
62

 

 The concessions in all the imperial charters of the right to trade free of tolls or 

market dues (tholomei vel ripatici) in several cities represent claims to authority over 

much of the Po basin while challenging the power of the Canossans. The areas in which 

these rights were granted fall into two distinct areas: lake Garda
63

 and the cities in 

Romagna.
64

 These areas describe a route from the Alps via Mantua to the key city of 

Ravenna whose archbishop typically enjoyed close ties to the imperial court. More 



13 

 

importantly, the majority of these areas were under the influence of the Canossans 

demonstrating imperial balances to Canossan attempts to control and tax traffic in the Po 

basin.
65

 While these rights would certainly be of benefit to the arimanni or cives of 

Mantua, the specific route described complemented imperial goals in the region while 

omitting several lucrative routes, most notably upstream on the Po to Milan and Pavia. 

These trading rights were granted primarily for their ability to counter Canossan power. 

Notably, the Canossan charter of 1090 does not provide a list of cities alongside these 

rights, instead stating that the Mantuan cives may go where they wish by water or land 

without paying these tolls or market dues.
66

 This general grant of rights could represent 

an extension of those already granted to the Mantuan cives, but Matilda did not have the 

authority to promise these rights across Lombardy nor the power to enforce them. 

Moreover, subsequent imperial charters retained the list format of the earlier documents, 

ignoring Matilda’s universal declaration. Instead, it is much more likely that Matilda’s 

scribes abandoned the more specific list of rights provided in the imperial charters of 

1014 and 1055 because the more detailed clause was of no benefit to her political goals. 

 The areas in which the imperial charters granted protections were crucial to the 

Canossan powerbase and continued the theme of challenging Canossan authority. The 

1014 document gave the arimanni the right to carry out their business on either side of 

the river Tartaro and as far as the river Oglio.
67

 These rivers, both tributaries of the Po, 

defined the boundaries of the county of Mantua. The 1055 charter likewise granted the 

protection of the possessions and rights of the Mantuan cives on both sides of the 

Mincio.
68

  The Mincio is a major tributary of the Po river running through the county of 
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Mantua and around the city itself: the area described implicitly refers to the county of 

Mantua. In 1091 the clauses of the 1014 and 1055 charters were combined.
69

 By issuing 

rights across the county of Mantua, the emperors promoted the interests of a group that 

was not associated with the Canossans and did this within the most important of their 

holdings: Mantua was strategically and economically central to Canossan lands.
70

 These 

declarations of general protections across the county of Mantua were made to establish 

imperial power across the region. Likewise, in 1090 Matilda’s court used the verbatim 

repetition of this clause from the 1014 charter to underline her authority across the 

county.  

 The production sites of these charters were also influenced by their donors’ needs 

The 1014 charter was created in Ravenna, a city with a strong connection to the memory 

of the rule of the Carolingians and, inaccurately, that of the Lombards. By issuing the 

charter there, Henry II underlined his connection to these earlier kings and emperors, 

legitimising his rule. The 1055 charter was created in Guastalla, a Canossan stronghold.
71

 

Guastalla was originally an imperial possession of Louis II who gifted it to his wife, 

empress Angilberga, in 864
72

 who in turn donated it to the monastery of San Sisto in 

Piacenza.
73

 In the eleventh century it passed to the Canossans, quite possibly through 

usurpation by Boniface.
74

 By promulgating his charter in this location, Henry 

demonstrated his right to move and act within Canossan territory and countered Canossan 

claims over Guastalla through earlier imperial claims of possession. The 1090 charter 

was produced in Mantua itself. By doing this the Canossans stated their control over the 

city and their determination to defend Mantua against imperial forces. Likewise, the 
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production of the 1091 charter by Henry IV within the city was a clear statement of 

imperial power within the walls and of the imperial victory over the Canossans. 

 Although the donors of these charters played the leading role in their creation and 

construction, the recipients of these charters were also involved. A clause within the 1055 

document explains that the rights contained within the charter were issued at the request 

of the recipients: ‘The cives of Mantua approached our mercy, complaining of their 

misfortunes and long-sustained hardships.’
75

 The 1090 document likewise includes the 

clause: ‘Our faithful citizens of Mantua came to our mercy asking us to free their co-

citizens from oppressions, praying that we restore to them the arimannia (area of lands 

and rights) and common goods of the city withdrawn by our predecessors.’
76

 In 1091 the 

scribe goes further, explaining the mutual obligation of fidelity and protection between 

the emperor and the cives as the basis for their request being granted.
77

  In all three of 

these charters, the recipients are portrayed playing an active role in requesting the 

confirmation of their rights. In 1055 it is possible that this was a technique of rhetoric on 

the part of an imperial scribe; this charter is the main evidence of a politically active 

urban collective in Mantua at this point. Between 1090 and 1091, such a collective played 

a decisive role during the siege of the city and the charters issued in these years were 

clearly designed to secure the loyalty of this collective. Therefore, possibly by 1055 and 

certainly by 1090 the recipients of these charters were requesting confirmation of their 

rights, even if the nature of these rights was determined primarily by their donors’ needs. 

 The recipients’ involvement in the construction of these charters is further 

demonstrated through the specific rights they granted. The general rights discussed above 
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were accompanied by more specific details. In 1014, Henry II conceded to the arimanni 

in the city of Mantua all of their inheritable, owned and communal property, all property 

that their parents possessed, and all that they had acquired or would acquire in the forest 

Armanore, in Carpeneta, Sacca, Septinenti and many other locations in the county of 

Mantua.
78

 These locations are repeated in the 1090 document.
79

 Through several 

investigations of episcopal and private transactions in the county of Mantua in the tenth 

century and eleventh century Torelli, Tabacco and Castagnetti have demonstrated that 

these locations were important to the leading families of the proto-commune.
80

 These 

specific details required local knowledge which can best be explained through the active 

involvement of the recipients in the production of the charters. Again, although most of 

the content of these documents was determined by the political and rhetorical needs of 

their donors, the recipients of these charters were able to influence several important 

details.  

 

Language as Rhetoric in the Charters 

 

 The charters of 1014, 1055 and 1091 were designed as elements of coherent and 

extensive statements of imperial authority over Canossan power and the 1090 document 

was produced by the Canossan court as a counter to these claims. These documents were 

not simply the voice of their donors, but the donors did play a dominant role in their 

construction and rhetoric. The terms selected to describe the recipients of these charters 

were chosen to support the political goals of their donors and to this end, terms which 
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could appeal to remembered political and economic rights were selected. It is likely that 

both arimanni and cives were chosen for this reason and that they were externally 

imposed terms in Mantua: neither term appears in surviving episcopal or private 

documents of the preceding or following centuries, they were only used by the authors of 

Imperial diplomata and their impersonators. References to lay groups or individuals from 

Mantua are limited in the surviving private documents, but when they do appear they are 

never described as arimanni or cives. For example, a charter produced by the bishop of 

Mantua, Eliseus, on 6 October 1056 concerned the sale of various properties in Mantua to 

the sindici et procuratoris communis.
81

 Documents produced by Eliseus’ court in the 

following year referred to plebes and populus.
82

It was not until the twelfth century that 

documents began to identify lay individuals with the city of Mantua. The earliest 

surviving example is a transaction on 1 February 1112 between ‘Belisma, daughter of 

Literus of Cremona, living in Mantua’ and ‘Veronesus of the same city’.
83

 The significant 

point here is that there is no indication that a collective urban group was recognised as 

arimanni or cives in eleventh-century Mantua by those living in the city even in situations 

where the appearance of the terms could be reasonably expected. Arimanni and cives 

were used by the authors of the imperial and Canossan charters because of the rhetorical 

and ideological weight they carried not because of any local custom. Local figures made 

use of different terms to describe groups of Mantuans because they had different political 

and ideological goals. Furthermore, the changing relevance of different political 

traditions led to a change in terms used in the charters. While these documents were 

issued in part to classify and empower a community within the city, they also acted as a 
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statement of imperial power and it is this second function which determined the use of 

arimanni in 1014 and the change to cives from 1055 onwards. The terms were selected 

for their rhetorical value, and the switch from arimanni to cives was dictated by a change 

in the ideological power of these terms based on the replacement of remembered 

Lombard and Carolingian ideology by remembered Roman ideology as the strongest 

legitimising source for rulership. 

 It should be emphasised that the memories of the ideologies presented in these 

documents did not necessarily correspond to the principles and rhetoric of their original 

political structures. The charters were not designed as exemplars of earlier practices, but 

were rather pieces of rhetoric designed to benefit their donors and recipients. Their 

construction was also influenced by changing memories of the ideologies which they 

described. The authors did not, and indeed could not, recreate Lombard or Roman 

systems. Instead, they referenced current perceptions of these ideologies and used this as 

a basis for claims to authority and legitimacy. Arimanni originally referred to Lombard 

warriors and free men with a direct social and political link to the crown who were 

afforded the protection of their rights, persons and property against the magnates.
84

 

Although the term was used relatively rarely in the post-Lombard period, its appearance 

has often been connected to attempts to assert royal authority.
85

 Carolingian rulers of 

Italy made references to the protection of the arimanni in several documents and these 

were imitated by their successors. By upholding the rights of the arimanni these kings 

fulfilled a key remembered role of their Lombard predecessors. A prominent example of 

this technique is found in the charters produced by Charles the Fat in 882 at Ravenna, 
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shortly after his acquisition of the kingdom of Italy.
86

 The continued use of arimanni in 

this manner can be traced as far as the reign of Frederick I.
87

 Arimanni was chosen 

deliberately by the authors of these documents to invoke the recalled authority of the 

Lombard kings. Furthermore, through their role as protectors of the arimanni, these kings 

could legitimately interfere within the lands of the Italian magnates. It did not matter that 

this term was not used in the same context as it had been under the Lombard kings. What 

was important was that arimanni appeared in a context where it could be expected to 

invoke memories of legitimate authority through both the perceived recollection of 

Lombard practices and the recollection of the Carolingian kings and emperors who had 

developed these practices. 

 As Bougard has argued, Henry II was aware of the rhetorical power of several 

remembered Lombard forms and terms.
88

 The Ottonian capitularies preserve a vision of 

Lombard legal practices; Otto III employed these remembered traditions regarding justice 

for slaves for example.
89

 Henry II made use of remembered Lombard forms during his 

Ravenna synod of January and February 1014.
90

 This synod produced a constitutio and 

four diplomata, all of which demonstrated Lombard influences.
91

 The diplomata all 

followed forms of construction found in Italy but absent in Germany. Henry’s Italian 

chancellor, also named Henry, claimed responsibility for the construction of these four 

documents and for many of the others produced in the imperial court between 1013 and 

1016. The chancellor’s origins are unknown, but his position required the understanding 

of the customs and concerns of Italy. His appointment as bishop of Parma by October 

1015 further demonstrates his integration into the Italian political system.
92

 Furthermore, 
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Ravenna had a long history as a site for the production of documents which invoked 

Lombard ideologies: Charles the Fat is the clearest example of this. The archbishop’s 

extensive archives, which would later a central role in the legal arguments of the 

investiture contest,
93

 informed the construction of Henry’s charters. Henry II, like Charles 

the Fat before him, used the resources at Ravenna to present himself as a legitimate ruler 

through his purported succession from the Lombard kings. The fact that Ravenna was 

never a major centre of Lombard power, indeed it was only conquered by the Lombard 

kings in 751 mere decades before their displacement at the hands of the Carolingians, did 

not lessen the importance of the city as a perceived centre of Lombard traditions. The 

Carolingians embraced the Roman and Ostrogothic legacies of Ravenna, recognising the 

political power of the city’s history. As demonstrated by the documents of Charles the 

Fat, they combined these legacies, anatopistically, with their perceptions of Lombard 

legal traditions. As a result, under Henry II Ravenna was firmly connected with these 

perceived Lombard practices. 

 Henry’s appeal to a remembered Lombard heritage is also evident within the 

protection clause of the 1014 charter, and in multiple other documents issued around this 

time. In addition to the typical references to dux, episcopus, marchio, comes, vicecomes, 

and gastalio, Henry gave his protection against the sculdascio. This Lombard title 

referred to legal officials who later obtained a military role. Henry’s recollection of the 

term in this document is one of nineteen examples of his use of sculdascio in this formula 

within the diplomata of his second expedition to Italy (1013-1014).
94

 Outside this brief 

period, Henry’s charters refer to the sculdascio on only eight occasions spread relatively 
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evenly across his reign.
95

 His first (1004) and third (1021-1024) expeditions into Italy 

were not marked by any notable increase in the appearance of this term in his charters. 

The inclusion of sculdascio in this formula underlines Henry’s use of Lombard traditions 

to legitimise his rule south of the Alps and the concentration of these documents 

demonstrates the importance of these traditions to Henry’s claim to authority in these 

years. 

 The presentation of Henry as a ruler after the Lombard tradition was particularly 

important to maintain in 1014. Between 1002 and 1014 Arduin of Ivrea had gained 

support from the Lombard nobility as a royal native alternative to imperial rule from 

Germany.
96

 Although Arduin’s rebellion was defeated, it underlined a continuing 

perception of the Kingdom of Italy as a separate entity from the German Empire.
97

 The 

riot in Pavia in 1004 on the occasion of Henry’s coronation as King of Italy was a further 

indication of this perspective.
98

 By reasserting his own claim to legitimacy of rule based 

on succession from the Lombard kings, Henry attempted to counter the principal 

ideological threat to his control of Italy. 

The term cives only appears in two surviving German imperial documents before 

1055: in 996 Otto III issued a charter protecting the rights of the cives of Cremona and in 

1037 Conrad II addressed a document to the city’s bishop mentioning the cives.
99

 After 

1055 cives became the main descriptor for recipients of this sort of charter. In 1081 the 

cives of Pisa and cives of Lucca received such documents.
100

 Henry continued to use this 

terminology in his 1091 document to the cives of Mantua.
101

 This proliferation can be 

connected to the eclipse of claimed Lombard heritage by invoked Roman ideology as the 
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most important basis for German claims to authority within Italy.
102

 Celli views the use 

of cives in these documents as a deliberate choice motivated by the inclusive 

connotations of the term: by including the urban population as a whole, the authors of the 

documents claimed greater legitimacy.
103

 In addition to these inclusive qualities, the 

importance of the Roman origin of the term and the role this played in its perceived 

authority must be emphasised. The term cives was used for similar purposes of rhetoric as 

arimanni, but drew its power from a different invoked tradition. Over the course of the 

eleventh century the Imperial court gained a growing interest in claiming a Roman 

heritage as it offered an image of the world with the emperor placed firmly at the 

centre.
104

 This ideology could be applied equally well in Germany, Italy and Burgundy 

and provided the emperor with a basis for his claims to seniority over his neighbours in 

Hungary, Bohemia and Poland. Henry IV and subsequent emperors found a claim to a 

Roman Imperial heritage useful in their conflicts with the papacy as it supported their 

claims to superiority over the pope.
105

 In Italy in the second half of the eleventh century 

this meant that it was more important for the emperor to be associated with his Roman 

predecessors than with the Lombard kings. This shift was connected to the reinvigorated 

study of Roman law in the Empire. During the eleventh century, canon lawyers and 

Italian jurists increasingly saw Roman law as a source of legitimacy for their legal 

arguments. This legal practice was appealing as it provided a link to the Roman past and 

a degree of prestige and legitimacy which could not be provided by Lombard law.
106

 

Furthermore, although the Lombard law codes provided extensive coverage of 

punishment for violent crimes, they were relatively quiet with regards to civic issues such 
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as the exchange or sale of property. Roman law provided a much greater foundation for 

this growing field. Works such as Burchard’s Decretum emphasised Roman practices and 

terminology within canon law
107

 and the increased accessibility of key texts including 

Justinian’s Digest (Digesta seu Pandectae) provided the ideological basis for a change in 

terminology even if actual practices only loosely resembled Roman guidelines until the 

twelfth century.
108

 

This change in ideology had an effect on the terms used within Imperial 

diplomata. Of particular relevance here is the fact that cives was a term intrinsically 

linked with Roman traditions. Cives appears throughout the works of Justinian and other 

documents which transmitted Roman practices and terminology to eleventh-century 

Italy.
109

 As the emperors began to invest their image with these allusions to their claimed 

Roman heritage they began to employ Roman terms and phrases. Evidence of this shift is 

provided within the documents of the Expositio of the Liber Papiensis. These works, 

produced between 1020 and 1070 at the law school in Pavia, are a commentary on the 

law codes of the kingdom of Italy between the Lombard kings and Otto I. Significantly, 

they juxtapose the use of arimanni in the text of the laws of the Lombard kings with the 

use of cives by the eleventh-century commentators.
110

 These documents equate the 

Roman cives with the Lombard arimanni suggesting that a transition in the use of the two 

terms began around the middle of the eleventh century. 

Other shifts in terminology within imperial charters in Italy occurred during the 

eleventh century. Terms connected to Lombard traditions appeared less frequently. For 

example, despite regular appearances in the Italian charters of Henry II and Conrad II, the 
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term sculdascio vanishes entirely in the documents of Henry III. The term did reappear in 

the charters of Henry IV who spent more than ten years of his reign in Italy,
111

 but did so 

much less frequently (eight times in the five hundred or so surviving charters of Henry 

IV
112

 compared to twenty seven appearances in a similar number of surviving documents 

from Henry II).
113

 Over the same period, references to the imperial position of the 

emperor became more common. The 1055 charter to the cives of Mantua refers to the 

imperial excellence
114

 and imperial authority
115

 of Henry III. The author of the 1091 

document extended this tradition through references to the defence of the res publica by 

the emperor. Although this term and its connotations had never disappeared,
116

 its use 

here is consistent with the switch to remembered Roman ideologies. Any such phrasing 

was notably absent from the 1014 charter. 

It should of course be noted that the term cives appears sporadically in the 

documents of the post-Roman period. The Gothic wars and Lombard invasion led to a 

break with Roman structures and traditions, but although the integration of Lombard and 

Roman law and customs led to fewer appearances of cives in the documents of the 

Lombard kingdom, the term did appear occasionally.
117

 In most instances, cives was used 

to refer to individuals in the charters of this period, for example a charter dated to 13 May 

769 details the sale of land by Stavile civis Brixianus.
118

 Cives all but disappeared in the 

charters of the Carolingian kings of Italy and their successors. A very isolated example 

appears in the charter issued by Otto III to the cives of Cremona in 996.
119

 

In each of these isolated incidents, cives may possibly have been employed by the 

authors of the charters to provide a link to the remembered Roman past but it is only in 
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the 1055 document that it is evident that the term was used deliberately. Previous 

incidents could have been a result of scribal preference or coincidence, but in 1055 the 

author of the charter emphasised that the use of cives was deliberate through his 

identification of the cives namely the arimanni. Cives was chosen consciously in 1055 

and the motivation behind this choice was the changing use of invoked ideologies. 

Furthermore, the 1055 charter was simply the start of a much stronger tradition. Cives 

appears in the imperial charters with increasing frequency under subsequent emperors. In 

addition to the 1091 charter to the Mantuan cives, Henry IV provided rights to the cives 

of Pisa and Lucca in 1081.
120

 The cives of Parma are mentioned in another imperial 

document produced that year,
121

 while an individual referred to as a civis of Pavia 

appears as witness to an imperial charter in 1084.
122

 By the 1080s, the notaries of the 

imperial court were beginning to embrace this new perceived ideology, but this can be 

seen in an embryonic form in Mantua in 1055. 

Mantua provides a particularly good example of this transition of ideology as the 

1055 charter refers in passing to the ‘cives that is to say arimanni’.
123

  Arimanni appears 

in two other charters from this year: issued to the bishop of Padua and to the monastery 

of San Zeno in Verona.
124

 The repeated use of the term seems to have been deliberate: 

Henry and his scribes refer to arimanni in only two other documents over the course of 

his entire reign, produced in 1039 and 1052.
125

 This argument is supported by 

observations by Stengel and Tabacco that Henry had access to the Ravenna charters of 

Charles the Fat and used this ideology and phraseology in his own charters.
126

 In 1055 

Henry III appealed to the same remembered ideology to which Henry II had appealed in 
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1014. Henry III or his chancellor Gunther, who claimed authorship of the 1055 

document, did not base this appeal solely on the 1014 charter: the appearances of the term 

in Henry’s other charters demonstrates that this was part of a broader ideological tradition 

which Henry was employing alongside the emergence of the a ideology based on 

remembered Roman customs. This linking of the two terms suggests that the charter of 

1055 was issued while there was a need for the Emperor to present himself ruling in the 

manner of the Lombard kings and to identify himself with the methods of rule of the 

Roman emperors. Before this point the German Emperors had tried to associate 

themselves with the social, ideological and legal practices of the Lombard kings; 

afterwards they would attempt to do the same with those of the Roman emperors, but in 

1055 Henry III or his notaries laid claim to both heritages. 

Despite this change in terminology and ideology, the references to cives and 

arimanni were made for essentially the same purpose. Both allowed the emperor to draw 

upon the idea of continuity of rule and both allowed him to present himself acting in his 

royal or imperial role by protecting a group traditionally associated with him. At the same 

time, this claim to a traditional relationship with this group allowed the emperor to 

underline his authority within Mantua. The Canossans adopted a similar technique 

through their attempt to assume the imperial role. The only difference was the line of 

rulers and traditions from which each term was designed to claim continuity. 

 

Social groups within Mantua 
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 As I have argued throughout this paper, the representation of the recipients of 

these charters was influenced primarily by political rhetoric. Although this argument is 

not necessarily incompatible with the presence of a delineated social structure within 

Mantua composed of concrete groups of cives, arimanni or milites, the existence of such 

a system can not be demonstrated. 

 The theory, put forward by Castagnetti,
127

 that the recipients of the eleventh-

century charters were analogous to the arimanni of the Lombard period can be rejected. 

Evidence of earlier interactions involving individuals that could have conceivably been 

identified as part of this group are rare, most of the surviving documents concern the 

affairs of the king, clergy or nobility,  but where these charters do exist arimanni do not 

appear. For example, in 1011, Boniface of Canossa granted lands to a number of 

milites.
128

 These cases are isolated, there is no indication that any particular term was 

used to describe an urban collective in Mantua prior to the eleventh century. Most 

documents identify individuals by their toponyms, partronyms or, occasionally, locations 

in or around the county of Mantua. The absence of arimanni in these earlier documents 

therefore suggests that it was not a term which was in common use in or around Mantua 

prior to 1014. There is nothing to suggest that a group of Mantuan arimanni survived 

until 1014. 

 The term cives was also alien to the Mantuans in the eleventh century. Prior to 

this century the term appears only once in association with the Mantuans, in a 945 charter 

of Lothar II which gave Peter, the bishop of Mantua, control over minting rights in 

Mantua, Brescia and Verona.
129

 The cives were mentioned coincidentally when Lothar or 
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his scribe states that the purity of the coinage was to be agreed with the cives of these 

cities.
130

  Even in this case, the rights included in the document and the political 

background to its creation (the document was produced in the final years of the reign of 

Lothar’s father, Hugh, and this is the only surviving example of a document produced in 

Lothar’s name alone prior to Hugh’s death) were extraordinary and it is much more likely 

that these circumstances influenced the selection of cives here than that the term was 

indicative of a concrete social group within Mantua. The term does not appear with any 

regularity in Brescia or Verona until the late eleventh century while in Mantua cives only 

appeared in later imperial charters, their imitators and in the narrative sources until the 

mid twelfth century. Private transactions and episcopal charters do not refer to the cives. 

As was the case with arimanni, it seems that the term cives was initially imposed from 

outside by the imperial notaries. 

 At the same time, it important to underline that the arimanni of 1014 and the cives 

from 1055 onwards were the same figurative group. As Dilcher observes, and as 

demonstrated above, the 1055 document was a confirmation of the rights detailed in 

1014.
131

 The charters also make use of very similar language.
132

 Furthermore, the cives of 

the 1055 document are portrayed as coming to the imperial presence to plead for support 

implying that the cives knew they could legitimately call on the emperor to relieve them 

from oppression. This forms part of the general construction of imperial interaction with 

cives but also recalls the rights issued in the 1014 document. The arimanni of 1014 were 

clearly linked to the cives of 1055: the author of the 1055 charter goes so far as to refer to 

the cives who are known as arimanni (cives videlicet arimanni) and to equate the lands of 
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the arimanni (the arimannia) with those of the res communes.
133

 Superficially, this seems 

to allow an identification of the recipients of the 1014 and 1055 charters with the cives of 

the various Ständeordnung proposed by Keller and others. Cives was the term used in 

1055 to describe the Mantuans, and this became the norm in subsequent charters.
134

 

Several of the rights issued in these documents were of interest to the merchants and 

artisans of Mantua, those traditionally associated with the ordines of cives. The 

exemptions from tolls contained within the charters highlight interests in an extensive 

trade network demonstrating links to transalpine routes through Lake Garda as well as to 

the lower Po and the Adriatic in Ferrara, Argenta and Ravenna. 

However, other rights issued in these charters would have been of more interest to 

another supposed economic and social group in Mantua: the valvassores. Concerns 

regarding landholding are evident through the various guarantees of rights relating to 

moveable and immovable property. In 1014, the arimanni were guaranteed that the great 

men of the realm could not demand rights of hospitality.
135

 They were given freedom to 

use public lands.
136

 They were granted the right to the lands legally held by their 

predecessors.
137

 These were all issues of great concern to the small and medium 

landholders in the county of Mantua, those who would typically be designated 

valvassores or milites. The protection of hereditary rights of landholding is particularly 

noteworthy as these rights were echoed in the so called constitutio de feudis produced by 

Conrad II in Cremona on 27 May 1037.
138

 This document granted the valvassores or 

milites of Italy, which appear here as synonyms, various rights, but most significantly 

made the benefices they held on church and royal lands hereditary and protected them 
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from confiscation.
139

 Notably this was the first document to present the Italian milites or 

the valvassores with any specific rights or status.
140

 Although the extent to which these 

rights were implemented has been debated, the document itself remains the single most 

solid evidence of rights assigned to this group.
141

 The provision of similar rights to the 

arimanni and cives of Mantua suggest that they were figuratively the same group as the 

valvassores empowered by Conrad II or at least held very similar interests. 

 The rights issued in the 1014 and 1055 charters present a range of economic and 

political concerns for their recipients and are not readily applicable to a narrow element 

of society in the city. In terms of livelihood, the arimanni and cives can thus be identified 

as having an amalgam of landholding and mercantile interests. Arimanni and cives did 

not simply represent landholders, typically associated with the milites. Nor did they only 

represent merchants, associated with the traditional perception of the cives. Instead, these 

terms indicated a broad array of interests associated with elements from both the milites 

and the cives. In this case the desire of many historians to classify social orders has 

occluded the use of these terms in these charters for goals of rhetoric and politics. 

 

Broader implications 

 

.  This reassessment raises questions about the use of similar models to describe 

social structures in other Italian cities in this period. Mantua was not unique in its receipt 

of grants of this kind and so the formula of using certain terms to identify charter 



31 

 

recipients as a method to underline authority could potentially be applied to several other 

cities in northern Italy. I will address three examples here: Ferrara, Parma and Milan. 

 Ferrara is a particularly important application of this reassessment. On 24 August 

1055 the entire populus of Ferrara
142

 received similar rights to those granted to the cives 

of Mantua a few months later. The populus were confirmed in their rights across the 

entire county of Ferrara,
143

 and received trading rights in Milan, Cremona, Ravenna and 

Venice. As Fasoli and Castagnetti have noted, like Mantua, Ferrara was a key city in 

Canossan territory and this document formed part of the effort to assert the authority of 

Henry III at the expense of the Canossans:
144

 the rights demonstrated Henry’s authority 

throughout the county and along the Po from Milan to the coast (cutting straight through 

Canossan territory). On the basis of the arguments presented above, it can be suggested 

that the language used in this charter was chosen to aid this purpose rather than to 

represent a pre-existing and economically- and socially-defined group in Ferrara. This is 

especially salient here as the recipients of the charter are referred to as populus, a term 

closely identified with the ‘non-noble’ tier of Keller’s Ständeordnung.
145

 Castagnetti has 

taken this document as evidence for the mercantile nature of the leading families of the 

proto-commune: he combines the emphasis of trading rights with the reference populus to 

argue for an important role for the cives rather than domination by the milites.
146

 If 

populus was used here for purposes of rhetoric, then there are consequences for 

Castagnetti’s argument. 

 References to cives in the narrative sources of the eleventh century are also 

affected by this argument: a particular example of this is the portrayal of the cives of 
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Parma in Wipo’s Gesta Chonradi II.
147

 Wipo records that at Christmas in 1037 a riot 

occurred in Parma while Conrad II was present in the city. He refers to the rioters as cives 

and this has formed the basis of the portrayal in modern accounts of the riot as an 

uprising by the lower orders of society who were excluded from the bishop’s circle: the 

riot is portrayed as a conflict between the cives and the milites.
148

 However, if we accept 

that Wipo, writing in the late 1040s, was privy to the emerging invoked Roman ideology 

of the imperial court of Henry III described above, this assumption can be challenged. 

Wipo was writing to present the image of an ideal ruler and his presentation of the rioters 

as cives makes sense from this ideological perspective: if the cives, bound to the emperor 

by tradition, were rebelling against their rightful emperor, then the suppression of the riot 

was the required action of the emperor to uphold his legitimacy. 

 These arguments can even be applied in relation to Milan: the archetypal example 

of Keller’s model. Violante presents a detailed distinction between the cives and milites 

in Milan in the early eleventh century based in part on accounts of the conflict between 

Conrad II and archbishop Aribert of Milan from 1037 until the death of the emperor in 

1039.
149

 The authors of the narrative sources which dealt with this conflict, including 

Wipo, present a dispute between the valvassores of the city and the archbishop over lands 

and rights. The production of the constitutio de feudis was prompted by this conflict as 

Conrad supported the valvassores against their bishop.
150

 Aribert was able to resist 

Conrad and his allies amongst the valvassores through the support of the cives of Milan. 

These accounts and the constitutio de feudis have been read as if they refer to concrete 

social groups but if we consider the broader political and rhetorical goals behind the 
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creation of these works we may find a more nuanced image of society. As demonstrated 

above, the arimanni and cives in Mantua in 1014 and 1055 received similar rights to the 

valvassores in 1037, highlighting the fluidity of these terms. Moreover, it is quite 

possible that valvassores was an imperial creation, chosen to describe the beneficiaries of 

the constitutio de feudis because of its rhetorical power. It was certainly a new term in 

Italy: Keller notes the appearance of the term only from the eleventh century onwards, 

even though he argues that this ordines existed before this point.
151

 

 There are several similarities between the situation in Mantua and several other 

cities which came into conflict with the Canossans during the eleventh century such as 

Pisa, Lucca, Modena and Bologna. Many of these cities received imperial charters 

addressed to their cives granting similar rights to those issued to the arimanni and cives 

of Mantua during the eleventh century. Individual circumstances must be considered for 

each city, but it is quite possible that the accounts of social systems described in these 

places by those following Keller’s work have been based too readily on the presence of 

cives and similar terms in their documents. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The charters issued to the arimanni or cives of Mantua in the eleventh century formed 

part of a prolonged contest between the German emperors and the Canossan family. This 

had a strong impact on the rights granted to the Mantuans in each charter; although the 

recipients of these documents had some influence over their construction, the main 
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purpose behind the creation of the documents was to support imperial or Canossan 

rhetoric and claims to power.Bearing this in mind, the selection of the terms arimanni 

and cives to describe the recipients of these charters can be viewed as part of the political 

rhetoric employed by their authors to claim legitimacy of authority. The terms were not 

native to Mantua and were imposed by imperial notaries. The coincidence of the use of 

these terms with periods of political crisis indicates that they were selected deliberately in 

order to demonstrate their donor acting as a legitimate ruler. Furthermore, the transition 

from the use of arimanni to the use of cives in these charters corresponds to a shift in 

remembered ideological practices from Lombard to Roman. While Mantua provides the 

clearest example of the use of charters to evoke remembered ideologies, these trends can 

be observed in relation to other cities. Although the use of these terms as rhetoric does 

not preclude their use to describe ordines, it seems that in this case they were not used for 

this purpose. The recipients of the charters held diverse interests which can not be easily 

reconciled with a distinction between cives and milites. This does not mean that ordines 

did not exist at all in the cities of Italy in this period. Rather, there has often been too 

great an emphasis placed on the identification of these ordines and this has led, in this 

case, to the sources for the period being misinterpreted. The vocabulary of groups in 

eleventh-century Mantua and other Italian cities was complex and more opaque than has 

often been allowed. More emphasis should be placed on the actions and motivations of 

urban communities rather than on who was included within these communities and who 

led them. The use of specific terms to describe a collective may indicate social 

boundaries to that group, but this can only be determined through a careful and thorough 
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examination of the nature and motivations of the source or sources using these terms and 

of the political situation surrounding the events they describe. In any event the rigid 

application of Ständeordnung is a simplistic explanation for the documents, politics and 

societies of the cities of Italy in the eleventh century. 
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