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ABSTRACT 

Rome, Robes, and Rivers: Land, Water, and Power in the Aniene Valley 

by 

Jonah R. Bibo, Master of Arts 

Utah State University 2020 

Major Professor: Dr. Christopher Conte 

Department: History 

 In the Aniene river valley, power was acquired and exercised through the control 

of land and water resources. The Aniene river runs for 92 kilometers east of the Rome, 

and from the Middle Republic period was deeply tied to the city. Within it, the town 

Subiaco, became its own economic and religious center under Benedictine rule during the 

medieval era. Using Classical literature and archaeological studies, chapter 1 traces how 

the Romans used the Aniene valley’s water to foster the growth of the city itself through 

extensive aqueducts, and exercised control over the region through war and colonization. 

Chapter 2 shows how Benedict of Nursia’s presence and philosophy in the valley began 

to change how its resources were exploited in a post-Roman world, as his followers 

began to gain control both the land and the water and develop their own society based at 

an Abbey near Subiaco. Chapter 3 focuses on the Subiaco Abbey at its height by drawing 

upon court records, land receipts, and land registers. From the 14th-16th centuries, Subiaco 

Abbey maintained control through specific land divisions and intensified taxes from 

peasant laborers. In all, Rome, Robes, and Rivers is a multi-century study that shows how 
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the occupants of the Aniene valley used it in different ways and, in doing so, left their 

mark on the modern landscape. 

(127 pages) 
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PUBLIC ABSTRACT 

Rome, Robes, and Rivers: 

Land, Water, and Power in the Aniene Valley 

Jonah R Bibo 

Rome, Robes, and Rivers is a multi-century environmental history that shows how 

different occupants in the Italian Aniene river valley help power through the exploitation 

and control of its land and water resources. It ranges from the classical to late medieval 

eras, focusing on the Roman empire alongside later Benedictine monastic societies, who 

each used different tactics to maintain control over the land. Roman aqueducts brought 

water to the city, while Benedictine monks taxed peasant laborers to maintain control of 

the land. Each occupant shaped the land their own needs and left their mark on the 

landscape in ways that are still visible today.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

From the bus stop in the southwest corner of Subiaco, Italy, a short walk west 

leads to the Ponte di San Francesco, an imposing medieval bridge. Cross it, cut back east, 

and a walking path will lead alongside the Aniene river, today a quiet waterway flanked 

by chestnut and oak trees. The path continues, back across the river and through the town, 

guided by signs marking the way to the Monasteri Benedettini farther east. Gradually, the 

town recedes along the highway as the path follows the road up the mountain. A rocky 

stairstep leaves the road, cutting into another deciduous woodland. A stone “pax” 

halfway along the trail marks the Monastery of Santa Scholastica, the second of 

Subiaco’s neighboring monasteries, whose fields grow olives and grapes, and whose 

library holds the abbey’s archive. The path continues through the complex and back up 

the mountain, where it becomes a steep trail frequented by hikers, pilgrims, and even a 

local troop of the Federazione Italiana della Scautismo, boy scouts. Finally meeting back 

with a road, the journey ends at the Monastery of the Sacro Speco, built into the cliffside, 

and a statue of St. Benedict of Nursia looks over a panorama of the historic Aniene river 

valley. 
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Figure 1: The Aniene River at Subiaco 

 

 
Figure 2: Part of the path to Subiaco’s two monasteries. 
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Figure 9: Modern map of the Aniene river from its source to it confluence with the Tiber, by 

OpenStreetMap project, Creative Commons https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/deed.en. 

 

 

The Aniene valley lies within the Apennine range which traverses the inland 

portion of the Italian peninsula. East of Rome, the river flows through the central range, 

through a narrow valley beyond Subiaco to modern Tivoli, before meandering through 

the plains of Roman Campagna and joining the Tiber in the northern part of the modern 

city. For the purposes of this thesis, the “upper valley” will refer to the section of the 

river above Tivoli, which is characterized by steep canyons and higher altitudes. This is 

where the bulk of the study included in this thesis takes place. The “lower valley” will 

refer to the flatter section of Roman Campagna, where Rome conquered and settled the 

Aniene as is outlined in chapter one. 

As part of the Central Apennine range, the upper valley is characterized by 

montane forests. Today, deciduous trees such as oak and chestnut dominate these 
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woodlands due largely to the 40-80 inches of rain the region receives each year.3 As part 

of a general Mediterranean climate, the Aniene experiences dry, hot summers with 

colder, but still mild, wet winters. Annual rainfall totals can vary greatly, as is typical in 

this climate, and Mediterranean rainfall is also determined by location, with northern and 

western regions receiving more rain than their counterparts.4  Indeed, the western slopes 

of the Apennine range from which the Aniene flows receive higher levels of precipitation 

than the Adriatic side.5 Terraces line the slopes of the range, where today olives are 

grown in vast quantities.6 This combination, deciduous forested land broken by 

intermittent towns with terraced olive groves, characterizes the landscape in the upper 

Aniene valley.  

Historically, the same has been true to varying degrees. Under Roman control, the 

Apennines, when settled, were heavily terraced to combat erosion, a function that they 

still fulfill today.7 The Mediterrenean climate was similar in the classical era, with 

temperatures decreasing with elevation.  The highest points of the Apennine range were 

glaciated, and Romans may have used Apennine ice as a luxury.8 In the post-Roman 

period, the climate was much more variable. 

 
3 Thomas M. Poulsen and Bruno Accordi, “Apennine Range,” Encyclopaedia Britannica (Encyclopaedia 

Britannica, inc., September 10, 2009), https://www.britannica.com/place/Apennine-Range/Climate. 

 
4 J. R. McNeill, The Mountains of the Mediterranean World: an Environmental History (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2002), 14-5. 

 
5 Poulsen and Accordi, “Apennine Range.” 

 
6 See chapter 2, figure 14. 

 
7 Donald J. Hughes, Environmental Problems of the Greeks and Romans: Ecology in the Ancient 

Mediterranean (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014), 122. 

 
8 Ibid, 10. 
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In the Rieti basin, 70 kilometers north of Subiaco, pollen data shows a similar but 

variable historical climate.9 In summary, the Rieti underwent a dramatic shift and reversal 

throughout the medieval age. From 600-870 CE, the landscape was dominated by a 

deciduous woodland like today. Data show that this was a wet and cool period in much of 

Italy. In the late ninth century the Rieti basin began to shift into a grassland, as a dry and 

cool climate set in and human modification repurposed the once forested landscape for 

increasingly intensive cereal agriculture.10 Benedictine monks maintained this cultivated 

agricultural landscape for centuries.11 Beginning in the 15th century, reforestation 

gradually reshaped the landscape once again, as oaks, beech, and alder woodlands 

replaced swaths of fields used for cereal production. Massive depopulation (around 50%) 

as a result of the Black Plague in 1348, as well as a wetter and cooler climate during the 

Little Ice Age, led to the abandonment of many higher elevation settlements, where in 

turn cleared fields became woodlands again.12 Peaking between 1500-1650 CE, this 

process began the formation of deciduous woodland seen today. Olive and walnut groves 

 
9 Scott Mensing et al., “Human and Climatically Induced Environmental Change in the Mediterranean 

during the Medieval Climate Anomaly and Little Ice Age: A Case from Central Italy,” Anthropocene 15 

(2016): 49-59, Most climatic, or even central Italian environmental studies center in some way around 

Rieti, because the monastery at Farfa kept thorough records. It underwent similar historical processes as the 

Aniene, namely: an early group practicing smaller scale agriculture before being conquered by Rome; a 

later conquering by successions Germanic invaders; and monastic control beginning under an expansion of 

Benedictines in the sixth century.  

 
10 Mensing et al, “Human and Climatically Induced Environmental Change,” 54. 

 
11 Although, it should be noted that Mensing et al identify these monastic changes in the 9th century, 

whereas in Subiaco they would have occurred earlier, around the 6th century. 

 
12 Mensing et al, “Human and Climatically Induced Environmental Change,” 55. 
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also became prominent at this time where they had not previously been a major source of 

agriculture.13 The oak, olive, and walnut characterize the modern landscape.14 

While the Aniene valley lacks the scientific studies that the Rieti has received, the 

modern landscape aligns with its neighboring valley. Along a pilgrims’ path that cuts 

through  the town of Subiaco and the mountains to the monastery, those deciduous trees 

provide shade from the harsh summer heat.15 Its fields were great in number by the 12th 

century, split up into multiple different groups with different uses, providing the 

backbone of the economy.16 This would have required a great deal of land clearing, just 

as the Rieti did. The current state of the modern landscape points to a similar centuries-

long process of deforestation followed by reforestation. 

 

 
13 In the Aniene valley, olives and walnuts, alongside chestnuts, appear in records slightly earlier, at least 

by 1428. However, they are missing in the monastery’s earliest catalogues from the 6th century, suggesting 

a similar timeline for relevance. 

 
14 Mensing et al, “Human and Climatically Induced Environmental Change,” 53, McNeill, Mountains of 

the Mediterranean, 31-32. 

  
15 See Images 8 and 9. 

 
16 Registro di Marano fatto L’Anno 1571. Id. di Agosta, fatto L’Anno 1579 Id. di Arsoli, fatto L’Anno 1579. 

Id. di Rocca di Mezzo fatto 1583. Biblioteca Santa Scolastica, Archivio Monastico Arca XXVII 39., and 

Registro Di Marano 1428. Biblioteca Santa Scolastica, Archivio Monastico Arca XXVII 36. 
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Figure 10: Part of the (now in places deteriorated) path through the mountains to the monastery, bordered 

by shrubs and deciduous trees. 

 

 

 

Filling the Historiographical Gap:  

 A major impetus for this project was a gap in the environmental and social history 

of medieval Italy and Europe as a whole. Despite Aniene valley’s abundance of resources 

which have be exploited for millennia, as well as its significance in Roman technological 

and medieval intellectual and social histories, it has not received a great deal of enviro-

social study in its own right. The goal of this thesis is to begin filling this space. That is 

not to say that the Aniene valley is invisible throughout the existing historiography. On 

the contrary, it is often a proxy in larger works with other foci. But therein lies the debate 

about Subiaco and the Aniene valley. Is it a place to be studied in its own right? Or, is it 

instead simply part of a larger Roman, Italian, Mediterranean, or European world? As 

many before, Subiaco and its surrounding villages and countrysides raise more of 

questions: How did the Aniene valley shape not only the Benedict and his monks, but 

also the Roman conquerors that came before? How did their actions, both in isolation and 
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in their larger classical and medieval, shape the landscape in turn? How did the valley’s 

natural resources, chief among them water, inform the lived experience of the monks and 

laymen in the valley? What was life like in the Aniene valley during these periods?  

Medieval monastic societies have been the focus of a plethora of works, and there 

has been some work on the ties between monks and their environments elsewhere in 

Europe. Studies have shown, for instance, that in the Ardennes Benedictines formed their 

identity around control of the landscape and its population.17 Written by Ellen F. Arnold, 

Negotiating the Landscape uses monastic records to detail the significance of a 

“wilderness” landscape. Much like in the order’s earliest days in the Aniene, the 

Benedictines at Stavelot and Malmedy held isolation as an ideal that they would strive for 

in the construction and maintenance of their monasteries. The fact that the Ardennes was 

long occupied meant little. It was removed enough from the excesses of the city that it 

could serve as a “desert” where monks could practice.18 While isolation was the ideal, it 

was not long before the realities of life in a populated landscape superseded it. Over time, 

the monks at Stavelot-Malmedy would come to control the forest alongside its people and 

produce, which they used to build the monastery’s wealth.19 Arnold’s work begins with 

the premise that monastic identity was shaped by the Ardennes. If this is true for her 

subjects at Stavelot-Malmedy, or indeed, as she points out, for populations in William 

 
17 Ellen F. Arnold, Negotiating the Landscape: Environment and Monastic Identity in the Medieval 

Ardennes (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013). 

 
18 Arnold, Negotiating the Landscape, 32-7. 

 
19 Arnold, Negotiating the Landscape, 62-70. 
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Cronon’s Chicago or along Richard White’s Columbia River, so too must this be true for 

Subiaco and the Aniene.20  

On the other hand, the Aniene valley and Subiaco abbey have not yet received 

this treatment. Environmental historians have given due attention to the classical world. 

Like their monastic counterparts, Rome expressed its dominance through agricultural 

settlement and taxation.21 Still, this work is broad. J. Donald Hughes’s Environmental 

Problems of the Greeks and Romans, and other works like it, centers around a broader 

Mediterranean world. Meanwhile, expansive tomes like K.D. White’s Roman Farming go 

in depth into general Roman agricultural practices. White creates a picture of a 

stereotypical Roman farm, with its grains, livestock, and peasant or slave laborers.22 

However, neither work gives voice to the Aniene specifically. Instead, it is usually 

considered a part of the larger, Roman, world.  

Even when the Aniene valley does appear in classical secondary source work, it 

has been relegated to a background for Rome’s feats of engineering. Works like Thomas 

Ashby’s seminal Aqueducts of Ancient Rome or Harry Evans’s Water Distribution in 

Ancient Rome feature the Aniene valley only as a source for Rome’s aqueducts.23 

Ashby’s work is fundamental to the field, and Evans’s features heavily in the first chapter 

 
20 Arnold, Negotiating the Landscape, 10. 

 
21 Donald J. Hughes, Environmental Problems of the Greeks and Romans: Ecology in the Ancient 

Mediterranean (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014), 124. Also see J. Donald Hughes, 

The Mediterranean: an Environmental History (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2005. 

 
22 K.D. White, Roman Farming (London: Thames and Hudson, 1970). 

 
23 Thomas Ashby, The Aqueducts of Ancient Rome, ed. I.A Richmond (Washington: McGrath Publishing 

Company, 1973), and Harry B. Evans, Water Distribution in Ancient Rome: The Evidence of Frontinus 

(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000). 
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of this thesis. However, the Aniene valley simply remains a place in a greater history of 

technology and engineering. 

In the Medieval era, environmental historians identify the valley as a larger part of 

the Italian world. Subiaco’s monastic fishing rights are used as evidence for growing 

monastic resource control throughout Italy, while its water resource management has 

been contrasted with that of Farfa, another monastery in the Rieti basin 70 kilometers 

north.24 The author of this work, Paolo Squatriti, blends the themes of Hughes and Evans. 

It is at its heart an environmental history, but one whose focus on water requires it to 

draw from history of technology. This is not out of the ordinary, since environmental 

history is at its heart an interdisciplinary genre. Indeed, similar works on monastic society 

in medieval Italy rely heavily on palynology and archaeobotany, while turning their focus 

away from the Aniene to the Rieti basin.25 Such studies have shown the tremendous 

effect that human interaction and modification had on the environment even through a 

changing climate. Some works have taken a “Braudelian” approach to the landscape. 

Emilio Sereni’s History of the Italian Agricultural Landscape traces agriculture in Italy 

from its earliest roots through the modern era.26 Still, after the development of 

Benedictine monasticism in the west, Subiaco and the Aniene valley largely disappear 

 
24 Paolo Squatriti, Water and Society in Early Medieval Italy: AD 400-1000 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1998), 19, 108. 

 
25 Mensing et al., “Human and Climatically Induced Environmental Change in the Mediterranean during 

the Medieval Climate Anomaly and Little Ice Age: A Case from Central Italy,” 49-59, also see Edward M. 

Schoolman, Scott Mensing, and Gianluca Piovesan, “Land Use and the Human Impact on the Environment 

in Medieval Italy,” The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 49, no. 3 (2018): 419-444. 

 
26 Emilio Sereni, History of the Italian Agricultural Landscape, trans. R. Burr Litchfield (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1997). 
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from the literature. In Chris Wickham’s Medieval Rome, the valley is once again 

combined with the Roman countryside as an extension of the city.27  

As for the development of monastic society, the historiography unsurprisingly 

focuses more on philosophy than location. Works like Marilyn Dunn’s track the creation 

and dispersion of Benedictine philosophy from its origins at Subiaco and Monte Cassino. 

Dunn connects these ideas with the lands where they were written, arguing that the Rule 

of Benedict was written with both gardening within the monastery and agriculture outside 

in mind in locations where laymen farmers would not be present.28 Clearly, the landscape 

at Subiaco informed the philosophy to which monks at Farfa and even in the Ardennes 

adhered, but it is still a background in intellectual histories. 

As this project developed, it became clear the Arnold’s approach would be best 

for the Aniene valley. Therefore, I try to approach the Subiaco and the greater valley as 

its own landscape, with its own sense of place. That is not to say it is isolated. Indeed, it 

was not incorrect for Squatriti or Wickham to include it as part of a greater Roman or 

Italian world. But, as John McNeill writes, “every landscape tells a slightly different 

story.”29 So, while Subiaco is part of the larger Roman metropolis and Italian 

countryside, it has its own history that is worth studying. 

 

 

 
27  Chris Wickham, Medieval Rome: Stability and Crisis of a City, 900-1150 (New York, NY: Oxford 

University Press, 2015), 67. 

 
28 Marilyn Dunn, The Emergence of Monasticism from the Desert Fathers to the Early Middle Ages 

(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2007), 111-38. 

 
29 McNeill, The Mountains of the Mediterranean World: an Environmental History, 67. 
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The Sources:  

Because of the valley’s long history of human habitation, as well as the vast 

timeline of the thesis, almost 2000 years, sources can differ drastically by chapter. The 

process by which Subiaco Abbey came to control most of the upper valley transcends 

traditional periodization, so there is some overlap in sources at times as well.30 In all, this 

thesis combines classical texts, catholic hagiographies and regulations, papal charters, 

and land registers creating a narrative of both how the valley fell to monastic control and 

what life looked like once it did. 

 Chapter one, covering the Roman era from apocryphal expansion of the Republic 

through the zenith of the Empire, largely relies on the classic authors Livy, a famed 

Roman historian who wrote during the Augustus’ reign, and Frontinus, Rome’s water 

commissioner under Emperor’s Nerva and Trajan. Livy narrates the beginning of Rome’s 

presence in the valley through his tales of early wars with its Italic neighbors, including 

those that lived in the Aniene valley. Naturally, his work comes with major limitations. 

For one, many of Livy’s narratives were modified for their audience to represent Roman 

values and greatness, so the verifiable historicity of some events in his works is 

questionable.31 To reconcile this, I have turned to archaeological evidence. Indeed, recent 

studies have confirmed that the area Rome conquered along the Aniene had belonged to 

their Latin neighbors and the Aequi, as Livy discusses.32 But more important than the 

 
30 Traditional being Pre-Classical, Classical, Late Antique, etc. 

 
31 Melissa M. Matthes, The Rape of Lucretia and the Founding of Republics: Readings in Livy, 

Machiavelli, and Rousseau (University Park , PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000), 54. 

 
32 Paolo Carafa, “I Latini: Prospettiva Archeologica,” in E Pluribus Unum?: L'italie, De La Diversité 

Préromaine à L'unité Augustéenne (Berne: Peter Lang SA, 2014), 34-5. 
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factual nature of Livy’s writing is its subtextual reflection on Roman culture and the 

process by which Romans conquered land. 

The other significant author to the chapter is Frontinus, whose De Aquaeductu 

Urbis Romae is invaluable in tracking the sources and uses of Rome’s aqueducts. 

However, it is difficult to determine accuracy in Frontinus’ work. Unlike Livy, the 

inaccuracy is not in regard to the truth of Frontinus’ statements. Archaeological evidence 

and modern presence of the aqueducts show that he was at least accurate in their sources 

and locations.33 Rather, the problem lies with Frontinus’ measurements of water volume. 

He relies on a then standard form of measurement, the quinaria, or five-pipe, which is 

difficult to convert into modern mathematics. The measurement corresponds only to a 

pipe diameter, but does not tell the reader anything about capacity. Over the 20th century, 

there were attempts to calculate the five-pipe’s capacity based on pressure, which came 

out to .48 liters per second.34 However, the equation assumed a constant universal stream 

of pressure and water volume, one that was not  necessarily present in each reservoir or 

aqueduct. Furthermore, the extant pipes that have been excavated do not support these 

calculations. Finally, a later study showed that, if this measurement of the capacity of the 

quinaria is used, the aqueducts themselves would not be capable of bearing it over large 

periods of time.35 Frontinus’ work leaves many questions as to exact measurements of 

Rome’s water supply as provided by the Aniene valley. Still, it is invaluable for 

 
33 Thomas Ashby, “The Four Great Aqueducts of Ancient Rome,” Classical Review 14, 6 (July 1900): 325-

327.  

 
34 Christer Bruun, “The Impossibility of Reaching an Exact Value for the Roman Quinaria Measure,” in 

Frontinus: De Aquaeductu Urbis Romae, 343-4. 

 
35 Bruun, “The Impossibility of Reaching an Exact Value for the Roman Quinaria Measure,” 345. 


