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San Lorenzo Monte, located in the Covignano 
area of Rimini, is a parish complex comprising 
a church, an adjoining rectory, and an adjacent 
plot of land. The complex is situated in the hills 
known as “Covignano”, which lie just outside 
the city of Rimini. 
This area has long held a rural vocation 
and is now protected for its landscape and 
environmental value. It also serves as a 
stop along the Way of St Francis. The site on 
which the complex stands hold significant 
archaeological and cultural importance. Few 
buildings in the Rimini area can boast such 
a wealth and quality of ancient features as 
those preserved at San Lorenzo. The complex 
is currently undergoing restoration to ensure 
its preservation, protection, and accessibility. 
To the existing historical and cartographic 
documentation, recent archaeological 
investigations, carried out under the Scientific 
Direction of the Superintendency for 
Archaeological Heritage of Emilia-Romagna, 
have added valuable information. 
These investigations have made it possible to 
date the current ecclesiastical complex to at 
least the 6th century, whereas previously, the 
historical and archival records only extended 
back to the early 9th century AD.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
The earliest reliable documentary evidence 
referring to the ecclesiastical complex of San 
Lorenzo Monte appears in two parchments 
dated between AD 810 and 816, in which the 
church is described as a “basilica”. The first 

document referring to it as a “pieve” (a rural 
parish church with baptismal rights) dates 
from 976. Up until the 13th century, the church 
was among the most important in the Rimini 
area, with numerous other chapels dependent 
upon it. In 1397, Pope Boniface IX granted the 
complex to the Friars of St Paul of Hungary, 
who remained there until 1420, the year they 
were recalled to their homeland and left Italy. 
The existing apse wall of the church is likely 
to date from this period, as in 2005 fragments 
of frescoes were found there, which have been 
dated to the 14th-15th centuries. The”pieve” 
was later entrusted to the Olivetans, together 
with the nearby complex of Santa Maria 
Annunziata Nuova di Scolca, and remained 
under their care until 1797. During this period, 
between the early 17th and 18th centuries, 
a portico was added to the church facade, 
which remained in place until 2005. Pastoral 
visitations describe a church with five altars-a 
central one and four side altars. All four 
lateral altars were uncovered during the 2005 
restoration works. Following the Napoleonic 
suppressions, the church became a parish, a 
status it retains to this day. 
After 1837, significant interior works were 
carried out in the church. Two side altars were 
refurbished, and the apse area was fitted with 
a painted dome, all executed in Neoclassical 
style. The roof of the nave featured exposed 
trusses. In 1923, the floor was redone floor 
with cement tiles and grit; the decorated 
suspended ceiling in the nave, made of plaster 
and reeds, also likely dates from this period.

EXCERPT FROM THE HISTORICAL-ARTISTIC REPORT
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On this occasion, a small circular opening 
was added to the facade, near the pediment. 
During the Second World War, the church was 
struck on its apse-facing side, near the facade 
of the current rectory corridor, as well as in 
other areas. Don Walter Bacchini oversaw the 
reconstruction. To the post-war period belong 
several interventions: the roof of the portico, 
plasterwork and cement grouting applied in 
various parts of the complex, the construction 
of a lateral building used as a parish hall (now 
demolished), the creation of a terrace where 

the roof of the sacristy once stood, and the 
chapel housing the baptismal font, which was 
moved inside the church by opening a niche in 
a 6th-century wall. The reconstruction of the 
monumental access staircase also dates to 
this period. This last work was financed by the 
“Genio Civile” (Civil Engineering Corps, a state 
technical body in Italy, historically responsible 
for public works, infrastructure, and building 
regulation), replacing a staircase built in the 
early 20th century, which had, in turn, replaced 
a previously existing steep inclined ramp.

Fig. 01 - 18th-century “cabreo”. (Enzo Pruccoli collection)

The earliest known cadastral map of the complex also dates to the 17th century (Fig. 02). It 
forms part of the land registry compiled by Serafino Calindri around 1770 and is now preserved 
in the State Archives of Rimini.

CARTOGRAPHIC AND ICONOGRAPHIC CONTEXT

The earliest, albeit highly stylised and generic, depiction of San Lorenzo Monte appears in the 
“Formella del Cancro” by Agostino di Duccio, located in the Malatesta Temple in Rimini. In this 
work, some of the churches on the hills behind the city are depicted in a generic manner. 
From the 17th century, we have a “cabreo” (Fig. 01) in which the church is depicted frontally. 
The façade is largely consistent with its current appearance, except for the rose window, which 
appears larger and positioned lower than the one visible today. This may correspond to the 
window discovered on the façade during the removal of the cement render in 2004-2005.
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Fig. 02 - Calindri Cadastre. Detail of the map of San Lorenzo in Monte, Fg. LII, 17th century. 
State Archives of Rimini.

Subsequently, in the early 18th century, the Napoleonic-Papal/Gregorian Cadastre 
was compiled (Fig. 03). It is also held in the State Archives.

Fig. 03 - Napoleonic-Papal/Gregorian Cadastre. Detail. 18th century. 
State Archives of Forlì. State Archives of Rimini.

An important graphic record dates to 1837: two drawings by the Bolognese artist Severino 
Bonora, which depict the complex and document several useful details for understanding its 
development. The church appears largely unchanged. On the facade, the rose window is visible 
between two windows, all framed by decorative moulding, however the masonry surface-also 
evident in the drawing of the rear elevation-is rendered as though it were unfinished, or more 
precisely, in exposed brickwork, without plaster.
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ALBUM OF DRAWINGS FROM 1837

Fig. 04 - Severino Bonora, album of drawings from 1837, 
held at the Fondazione Cassa di Risparmio di Rimini.
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT

Until a few years ago, the site attracted 
scholarly attention primarily due to the 
presence of Roman stone materials preserved 
there. According to tradition, the abundance of 
such materials-including numerous column 
drums-suggested the presence of a Roman 
temple at the location. This hypothesis was 
first proposed in 1848 by Luigi Tonini in the first 
volume of his History of Rimini, and revisited in 
the second volume. Moreover, some medieval 
documents mention, for example, the fundus 
Beleni, leading certain scholars to speculate 
that this place name might refer to a site once 
housing a temple dedicated to Beleno -whether 
Apollo Beleno or later Giove Beleno. Similarly, 
another estate, fundus Minerva, mentioned in 
1059, also at San Lorenzo, might have inspired 
further hypotheses-though none of these have 
ever been substantiated. Some scholars have 
associated the column drums with several 
large and finely crafted capitals, which are 
currently housed in the City Museum (Museo 

della Città). Although numerous studies have 
been conducted on the capitals, they cannot 
at present be specifically associated with the 
column drums found at San Lorenzo, simply 
due to a significant difference in diameter.
Nonetheless, various officials from both the 
General Division of Antiquities and Fine Arts 
of the Ministry of Public Education and the 
Superintendency of Museums and Antiquities 
Excavations of Bologna began carrying out 
site inspections at the San Lorenzo complex 
as early as the beginning of the 20th century, 
in an effort to determine whether a Roman 
temple had once stood there.
In 1923, while carrying out restoration work 
on the church, the parish priest discovered in 
the nave the remains of a wall described as 
“Roman”. Further exploratory excavations in 
1934, near the church portico, revealed the 
presence of additional column drums beneath 
those still visible today (Fig. 05).

Fig. 05 - Test excavation carried out by the Superintendency beneath 
the church portico in the 1930s (Photo SAER 1770).
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT
The search for the temple has, in any 
case, not yielded concrete results.
The development of archaeological 
research methods in recent decades 
has led to new investigations. In 1999, 
the A.R.R.S.A. (Associazione Riminese 
per la Ricerca Storica e Archeologica), 
in agreement with the Parish and 
under the scientific direction of the 
Superintendency for Archaeological 
Heritage of Emilia-Romagna, presented 
a project aimed at better understanding 
the historical development of what 
still survives in elevation-namely, the 
medieval church. Based on information 
drawn from the analysis of the standing 
masonry, the working hypothesis was 
that the church had once been much 
larger than what is currently visible. 
Thus, in 2000, several test excavations 
were carried out, which confirmed that 
the present church constitutes only a 
portion of a much larger Early Medieval 
building. The current nave corresponds 
in fact to what was once the central 
aisle, while one of the side aisles 
has been destroyed and the other is 
now partially incorporated into the 
rectory. There was therefore an earlier 
church-a three-aisled “basilica” in the 
Ravenna’s style, with at least one apse-
presumably dating to the 5th century, 
with additional annexed structures 
that are now incorporated into the area 
of the bell tower. This suggests that 
the San Lorenzo complex was, at that 
time, one of the largest churches in the 
Rimini area. Further, highly significant 
archaeological confirmations emer-
ged with the start of restoration works 
on the complex between 2004 and 
2005. A stratigraphic and extensive 
excava-tion campaign conducted 
within the current church nave, 
along with a series of external test 
excavations, was carried out under 
the direction of the Superintendency 

for Archaeological Heritage of 
Emilia-Romagna. The campaign, 
commissioned by the Parish and partly 
supported by the Municipality of Rimini 
and ARRSA, led to the collection of new 
and valuable information. No fewer 
than three furnaces for bell casting 
were discovered, along with both 
medieval and modern burials, and the 
remains of the large apse of the central 
nave, among other features. Numerous 
stone elements from the Roman and 
Early Medieval periods came to light, 
some of great significance. It was found 
that many Roman column drums had 
been reused in the foundations of the 
Early Medieval church-laid one after 
the other along the entire length of the 
walls. The facade wall of the destroyed 
side nave was also uncovered, as 
well as a single-nave Early Medieval 
building with an apse facing east, 
located near the bell tower. The base of 
this apse incorporates part of a barrel-
vaulted ceiling. In the 4th-5th century, 
San Lorenzo was therefore a very large 
complex, centred around a three-aisled 
church with a large central apse and 
possibly additional lateral apses. The 
church was decorated with mosaics, 
columns, capitals, impost blocks 
(pulvini), and other elements. During the 
Early Middle Ages, when ecclesiastical 
authority and territorial governance 
were still particularly strong-prior 
to the rise of the communes-it likely 
played an important administrative 
role in managing the surrounding 
area. Next to the church stood another 
masonry building with an apse, 
possibly associated with a baptismal 
function. It remains to be determined 
whether the ecclesiastical complex of 
San Lorenzo was built on this site to 
replace the cultic function of a pre-
existing temple, reusing its elements 
as building material.	



FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The ecclesiastical complex of San Lorenzo in Monte, of which the current 
church forms a part, still preserves in situ and standing elements that can be 
attributed to the Early Middle Ages, dating back at least to the 5th century.
Historical documents, now preserved in archives, refer to the church as 
already existing in the early 8th century AD. Over time, this complex-once 
of great importance to the Rimini area-gradually diminished in size, though 
it has consistently remained a local point of reference. Historical cadastral 
maps, dating from the 17th century onwards, depict the complex largely as 
we know it today, with only minor alterations not affecting the footprint of 
the ecclesiastical building. The Second World War caused damage to small 
portions of the complex, which were subsequently reconstructed shortly after 
the front moved through the area. From 2004-2005, the complex was the 
subject of a first restoration campaign, during which significant archaeological 
investigations were carried out, revealing remains of the original ecclesiastical 
structure.
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