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Come Hell or Healing Waters: Bath Culture in Thirteenth-Century Southern Italy 

 

This paper is a comparative study that 
examines Peter of Eboli's Nomina et 
virtutes balneorum se de balneis 
Puteolorum et Baiorum manuscripts from 
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. 
Focusing particular attention on a possible 
prototype for future renditions, the MS 
1474 housed in the Angelica Library in 
Rome (henceforth ‘Angelica’) fashioned 
in the later part of the thirteenth century, 
the study will trace how explicit visual 
strategies configured and promoted a 
specific locality, namely the salubrious 
Neapolitan region. The southern Italian 
landscape is marked by natural features 
believed to be endowed with numinous 
properties capable of eliciting fear, wonder 
and curiosity among locals and visitors 
alike; life in southern Italy was shaped by 
the surrounding seas and unpredictable 
volcanic eruptions, venting magma and 
foul smelling sulphurous gases that, 

paradoxically, endowed the local waters with healing properties. For Manfred 
Hohenstaufen (d. 1266), under whose aegis the Angelica book was produced, such 
physical properties presented interesting political possibilities that shaped the imagery 
of the Angelica. Each subsequent edition of the de Balneis manuscript appropriated its 
visual modes, thus establishing a continuity that speaks to both the manuscript 
production and the popularity of spas. However representational differences abound 
and are especially noticeable in the depictions of architectural form, environment and 
colour selection. Reflecting on these specific formal choices, I argue that the Angelica's 
visual repertoire works as a tribute to the healing waters that its author describes, and, 
in so doing, casts the Kingdom of Naples as a concrete, tangible entity subject to rapidly 
shifting political currents.  
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