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TIMELINE 10.1 The Battle for the Italian Peninsula, 1125–1250
1125

1250
Emperor Frederick I
Barbarossa
1159

1155
Death of Arnold
of Brescia

1181
Pope
Alexander III

Emperor
Henry VI

1190 1197

1152
Dynastic
Struggle

1215
Dynastic
Struggle

1198
1216
Pope
Innocent III

1176
Battle of
Legnano
1194
Henry VI Crowned as
King of Sicily

1214
Battle of
Bouvines

Emperor
Frederick II
1241
1227
Pope
Gregory
IX

1231
Constitutions of Melfi

1215
Fourth Lateran
Council

Frederick Barbarossa’s problems in Lombardy came to a head when Pope Alexander III (r. 1159–1181) backed the Lombard League, a military alliance of the
communes. Barbarossa responded by backing a rival claimant to the papal throne, and
Alexander then excommunicated him. What followed was a prolonged struggle between
Barbarossa, on one side, and Alexander and the Lombard League, on the other. In 1162,
Frederick besieged and then burned the great city of Milan, both intimidating and infuriating the Lombards. In 1176 they got their revenge, winning a decisive victory at the
battle of Legnano. In the wake of this defeat, Barbarossa was forced to grant de facto
independence to the cities of Lombardy; they promised in return to acknowledge a vague
imperial overlordship. As to the papacy, Barbarossa tearfully embraced Alexander and
promised to be a dutiful son. For the moment, all was at peace.
But Barbarossa did not abandon his designs on the Italian peninsula. He merely
shifted his attention to two different fronts. First, he began to press his claims in Tuscany, the rich province that both empire and papacy could plausibly claim in the wake of
the unclear bequests of Matilda of Tuscany (1046–1115). Second, he folded the Norman
kingdom of Sicily into the Hohenstaufen fold by marrying his son, the future Henry VI (r.
1190–1197), to the heiress Constance of Sicily (1154–1198). Because Constance’s kingdom included most of the southern Italian peninsula as well as the island of Sicily, this
marriage was a strategic triumph of the ﬁrst order. It allowed the Holy Roman Empire to
challenge the papacy from south as well as north (see Map 10.1).
In 1180 Barbarossa tightened his hold on the German states by crushing the most
formidable of his unruly vassals, the Welf duke Henry the Lion. In the next year, his
nemesis Alexander III died. Until his own death nine years later, the far-sighted and determined Frederick Barbarossa was at the height of his power. Then, in an accident with disastrous consequences for the future of the empire, he drowned in 1190 while leading his
army toward the Holy Land on the Third Crusade. For centuries to come, Germans would
mourn his passing with folkloric stories about a sleeping king who would return—in some
versions, only when his beard grew long enough—to unify his country once again.
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