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Eivor Andersen Oftestad, The Lateran Church in Rome and the Ark of the Covenant: 
Housing the Holy Relics of Jerusalem; with an Edition and Translation of the “Descriptio 
Lateranensis Ecclesiae” (BAV Reg. Lat. 712). (Studies in the History of Medieval Religion 48.) 
Woodbridge, UK: Boydell, 2019. Pp. xv, 257. $120. ISBN: 978-1-7832-7388-1. 
doi:10.1086/713754 

Early in the twelfth century, the canons at the Church of Saint John Lateran in Rome 
advanced the claim that the Ark of the Covenant was housed inside the high altar at the 
Lateran, along with other objects from the Temple in Jerusalem. This fascinating study exam-
ines why they made this assertion, as well as how the nature of their argument changed over 
time as it was presented in different contexts. While primarily an intellectual history of the 
canons’ arguments and their chapter’s liturgical practices at the Lateran, Eivor Andersen 
Oftestad’s book also addresses debates over ecclesiastical authority and the impact of the First 
Crusade in Western Europe. Five chapters evaluate the different contexts in which the text 
circulated, with three useful appendices addressing the manuscript tradition, comparisons 
between different versions of the text, and finally an edition and English translation of one 
of the representative versions of the Descriptio Lateranensis Ecclesiae. This mutable text pro-
vides insights into how arguments for the reform papacy and sacerdotal authority developed 
over the long twelfth century. 

Oftestad contends that the canons initially composed an account of their church and its 
relics c. 1100 in response to the crusaders’ conquest of Jerusalem and the subsequent need to 
defend Rome as its successor. But which or whose Rome? Oftestad coins the term translatio 
templi (drawing on medieval theories of translatio imperii) to show how the canons claimed 
ownership of relics from the Temple in Jerusalem to assert the Lateran Church’s primacy over 
other papal churches. While earlier scholars also identified rivalry in the origins of the text, 
especially between the Vatican and Lateran, her evaluation of the manuscript tradition shows 
distinct contexts for the development of the Descriptio’s arguments in different versions. 

For example, “Il Mallone” (MS A. 70 in the Lateran’s archives) is a compilation contain-
ing three versions of the Descriptio composed over the course of the twelfth century, now 
bound together with different works regularly consulted by the canons. Oftestad argues that 
they used shorter versions of the text as a script to engage visitors to the church in their argu-
ment for the church’s role in establishing papal primacy (chap. 3). She argues that this Roman 
context demonstrates how the canons were participating in debates concerning sacerdotal 
authority by grounding papal power in the Lateran and its relics, rather than traditions such 
as the Donation of Constantine. However, that Roman framework was only one piece of the 
text’s circulation. Oftestad also identifies a northern monastic context in which versions of 
the Descriptio circulated in reform circles (chap. 4). These manuscripts tend to include the 
description among texts related to the Holy Land and the Crusades. These different versions 
of the text shared a focus on authenticating the Lateran relics, thus confirming Rome’s replace-
ment of Jerusalem. 

The last three chapters evaluate how the Descriptio changed as the Lateran canons addressed 
the reality of Jerusalem under Christian rule (1099–1187), as well as the relationship between 
their claims and Jewish history and theology. Earlier versions used Jewish traditions to iden-
tify the Ark as a physical object that was transported to Rome. This claim asserted a link to 
the biblical past (chap. 5). But later versions of the text reflect how the canons shifted from 
claims to have the literal object to attention in their liturgical celebrations on the allegorical 
transfer of authority in which the Lateran and its chapter replaced the Old Testament Temple 
and its priesthood (chap. 6). By the middle of the twelfth century, however, the canons were 
increasingly concerned about using this Jewish heritage to argue for their primacy and toned 
down earlier attention (chap. 7). John the Deacon thus produced a new version of the 
Descriptio between 1159 and 1181, which he dedicated to Pope Alexander III. His version 
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of the text confirmed the authenticity and antiquity of the relics, arguing that their transla-
tion to Rome was both a literal event and a signpost in salvation history, with the Lateran 
now identified as the New Temple. 

Oftestad’s book deserves praise for its close study of the Descriptio and its contexts. Her 
discussion also raises questions deserving more attention. Her account of the reforming papacy 
relies mainly on older scholarship (“two sides” or pope/antipope) and it would be interesting 
to consider the various reforming parties within Rome, including lay visitors and the Roman 
commune, as well as other ecclesiastical reformers, since the Descriptio offers a decidedly non-
Petrine view of sacerdotal authority in its identification of the Lateran canons as the special 
clergy of the New Temple. The crusading context also deserves more attention, especially in 
the light of newer research on apocalypticism and crusading, as well as the Crusades, objects, 
and memory. Oftestad has presented a compelling argument for redating the origin of this 
work to the aftermath of the First Crusade, showing how much was at stake for ecclesiastical 
reformers in multiple settings. 

Lezlie Knox, Marquette University 
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James A. Palmer,The Virtues of Economy: Governance, Power, and Piety in LateMedieval
Rome. Ithaca, NY, and London: Cornell University Press, 2019. Pp. xi, 243; 1 black-and-
white figure and 2 maps. $49.95. ISBN: 978-1-5017-4237-8.
doi:10.1086/713693

Readers of this book must accept the definitions of “virtue” and “economy” that James
Palmer finds useful for this study of late-fourteenth-century Rome. “Virtue” here is close
to the Italian virtù but limited to “the public performance of virtuous acts” (5), in this book
primarily making wills and endowing as well as constructing family chapels. “Economy” is
not the subject of economic historians, but anything involving exchange to which a number
might be attached. But there are no tables here or any analysis of what might still be called,
in this late season, the economic and social history of trecento Rome.

This book concerns the period that begins with the dramatic revolt of Cola di Rienzo in
1347, pivots at the troubled return from Avignon to Rome by Pope Urban V in 1367, and
winds down around 1400 as Pope Boniface IX restored papal authority over the city during
the Great Schism. This is Rome after Avignon, and the spirit of Robert Brentano hovers over
Palmer’s style and methodology. Rather than proceeding chronologically through papacies
and events, Palmer divides his book into three parts. The first two chapters concern welcome
revisions to the standard accounts ofRome in this period. The second two chapters take up the
“performance of virtue,” Palmer’s approach to wills and family chapels. The last two chap-
ters explore the issues of political society and its audiences, taking up diverse subjects like
women’s households andmaking peace pacts—the last topic a revision of an article appearing
in these pages (James A. Palmer, “Piety and Social Distinction in Late Medieval Roman
Peacemaking,” Speculum 89/4 [2014]: 974‒1004).

Rome’s history, never lacking for new approaches, remains fascinating to historians of Italy
because it is an unusual city, long the capital of “Christendom,” and also the chief city of a
lordship or state with claims over much of central Italy. Rome is hence unlike any city in the
world, yet also typical of what was in this period a medium-size city living off the business of
the church. In keepingwith other Italian cities, Roman citizens aspired to a self-governing com-
mune, but apart from providing a few good stories for opera, these efforts simply resulted in
one style of oppression or another. This experience resembles more closely the fates ofMilan,
Naples, and Palermo under autocratic rule than the communal history of the self-governing
city-states like Florence, Siena, Genoa, and Venice. Rome never had enough people or wealth
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