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The conciliar events of 1095 are well known to medievalists. It was during this year that Pope 

Urban II (1088-1099) convened the historic assembly at Clermont which prompted the First 

Crusade. The subject of the present text, however, is that other council of 1095; the synod which 

met in Piacenza from 1-7 March. In this latest instalment from Robert Somerville, a scholar 

whose career has been dedicated to the councils of the high medieval papacy, of prime concern 

are Piacenza’s impact on the contemporary papal reform and its associated contribution to 

medieval canon law. Historiographically, this accords with the council’s traditional significance 

as a political and canonical landmark, though Piacenza’s commonly cited role in the beginning of 

the First Crusade is not similarly emphasised.1  

The context for Piacenza was the so-called ‘Gregorian’ reform, a movement which both 

aimed to curb clerical immoralities and transform papal authority. By 1080 this had 

precipitated a papal schism with the installation of the Anti-pope Clement III. The themes of the 

reform are reflected in Piacenza’s canons which, in large part, are occupied with simoniacal and 

schismatic ordinations, though nicolaitism and liturgical matters also figure. Of the sources 

available for Urban’s pontificate, conciliar legislation is especially insightful. ‘General’ councils 

were indeed an important tool of authority for reformers, and reveal to historians the 

developing ideas of the ‘Gregorian’ cause.   

This wider context is overviewed in the introductory chapter of the text. So too are 

details of the council itself such as its attendance and key judicial business. The second chapter 

then surveys the surviving sources for the textus receptus of the conciliar canons: that is, the 

group of decrees which, despite varying in number and appendages in different sources, is taken 

to constitute Piacenza’s legislation. Here Somerville summarises the primary material, dividing 

his sources according to criteria including provenance and the number of canons contained in 

each. Included in this overview are canonical manuscripts, papal correspondence, narrative 

sources, and canon law collections such as Gratian’s Decretum. This listing exercise is the 

necessary prelude to the analysis of the sources in the fourth chapter. The chapter is then 

appended by a translated excerpt from the Chronicon of Bernold of Constance. The third 

chapter, the shortest of the book, surveys the treatment of the primary literature at the hands of 

canonists, editors, and historians from the eleventh century onwards. Of particular interest here 

is the argument that a canon ascribed to Piacenza prohibiting lay investiture is not authentic, 

but is in fact an early-modern copyist’s error. Furthermore, Somerville demonstrates the 

weaknesses of Ludwig Weiland’s edition of 1893, thus adding weight to the case for a revised 

critical edition of the canons.  
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In the fourth chapter, Somerville analyses the transmission of Piacenza’s canons, 

examining in turn the similarities and differences between groups of sources. The picture here 

is of the broad dissemination of the textus receptus in later canonical texts, though the supposed 

‘uniformity’ of the canons’ transmission is argued to have been in fact more ‘variegated’ (p.71). 

It must be said that the subheadings do become a little complex at this point. This is perhaps 

inevitable, however, given the nature of the source material and the need to impose a structure 

upon it.  

Before presenting his edition, Somerville makes a point of justifying his methodology. 

The predicament he faces, as editor, is the multiplicity of surviving sources for the textus 

receptus: which should be trusted? Moreover, since no ‘official’ papal version survives, there is 

the need to approximate which of these ‘private’ sources is most similar to the chancery 

‘original’ (pp.71, 102). Somerville is pragmatic in his solution, using one relatively reliable text, a 

manuscript of the Polycarpus supplement, as the basis for a critical edition while noting 

variations in other sources. The presentation of the edition is daunting at first sight, though the 

reader is guided through the technical notation and an English translation is provided. 

Chapter five contextualises the canons within the politics of the papal reform and 

debates the conclusions to be drawn about Urban’s policy. Somerville here analyses the core of 

the 1095 legislation: the seven canons dealing with manifestations of simony and the five which 

address schismatic ordinations. A discussion then follows of selected canons’ emphasis on 

‘mercy’: a feature which, for Somerville, demonstrates Urban’s strategy to ‘rehabilitate’ 

schismatic clergy following his political upswing over Clement III (p.105). The commentary is 

helpfully accompanied here by frequent translation of the Latin text. 

In the final chapter Somerville overviews the six subsequent councils celebrated by 

Urban. Of these assemblies, the canons of the 1099 Roman council receive the most discussion 

(seven pages). Clearly, this is a topic for future investigation. The text then concludes with a 

short postscript, with additional back matter including helpful indices of manuscripts and 

church councils. 

Of the more general features of this book, the most striking are the following. Piacenza is 

above all a work of canonistic scholarship focusing on the historiography of canonical 

manuscripts. The character of Urban II, by contrast, is largely absent from the scene. The text 

also expertly demonstrates the skills of interpretation required to study the conciliar legislation 

of this period. As Somerville acknowledges, the need for conjecture here is a reminder that 

many questions about Piacenza remain ultimately insoluble. Furthermore, Piacenza is surely an 

example of history writing at the microscopic level, demonstrating the depth of research 

required to understand just one of Urban’s councils.  

Piacenza is certainly a challenging read and, as such, is not a beginner’s book. The reader 

is presented with complex information throughout and, while notation and abbreviations are 

explained at every turn, the technicality of the text means it will be received best by a specialist 

readership.  

Meticulously researched and highly detailed, this book will be an invaluable resource for 

researchers in the field. It should also be of interest to those curious about the challenges of 

interpreting the sources for this period of church history.  

 


