
divergence in the two literary traditions while revealing the parallel “dynamics of legit-
imation” underlying the hagiographic processes of each.

In charting a course for further projects of comparative hagiology, Rondolino also
highlights some potential pitfalls. His use of literary materials for St. Francis and
Milarepa is uneven, where discussion of the latter relies primarily on secondary sources
and broadly summarizes the findings of previous scholarship. This underscores the
challenges of writing authoritatively across diverse religious, historical, and cultural
landscapes based on textual sources in multiple languages. Yet Rondolino’s incisive
treatment of Francis and Milarepa indicates we have arrived not at the end of compar-
ison, but at its beginning.

Andrew Quintman
Wesleyan University
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The Lateran Church in Rome and the Ark of the Covenant: Housing
the Holy Relics of Jerusalem. Studies in the History of Medieval
Religion. By Eivor Andersen Oftestad. Woodbridge: Boydell, 2019.
xv + 257 pp. $120.00 cloth.

At first glance, Eivor Andersen Oftestad’s The Lateran Church in Rome and the Ark
of the Covenant seems to offer a relatively tailored study of a particular medieval text
—the Descriptio Lateranensis ecclesiae (which describes the sacred precincts of the
Roman Basilica of St. John in Lateran)—and a particular holy object—the Ark of
the Covenant (ostensibly housed at the Lateran church from around the turn of
the twelfth century until Pope Benedict XIV removed the discredited relic in the
eighteenth century). In part, her book focuses carefully on the origins, recensions,
and manuscript tradition of the Descriptio Lateranensis ecclesiae, dated by
Oftestad to the period just after the First Crusade rather than within the traditionally
agreed upon range of between 1073 and 1118. The Descriptio Lateranensis ecclesiae,
in turn, provides important evidence for the fact that the regular canons at the
Lateran claimed to possess the Ark of the Covenant, among other biblical relics.
According to Oftestad, this assertion legitimated the Lateran church’s status as the
physical successor to the destroyed Jewish temple in Jerusalem. In the appendices,
Oftestad’s book displays its scholarly rigor, including a list of manuscripts contain-
ing references to the Descriptio Lateranensis ecclesiae, a stemma of the text and anal-
ysis of its variant versions, and an edition of the text based on Biblioteca Apostolica
Vaticana Reg. lat. 712, accompanied by a complete English translation of its
contents.

Building on these finely grained foundations, however, Oftestad’s work ranges
far beyond the immediate orbit of the Lateran church, exposing the wider contours
of surprising landscapes linked to the Descriptio Lateranensis ecclesiae and the Ark.
These include, importantly, what she identifies as the concept of translatio templi—
that is, the historical imagining that the Jewish temple in Jerusalem was “trans-
lated” or transferred to the Lateran in Rome. Translatio templi thereby formed
an imported corollary to the better known and widespread medieval theory of
translatio imperii (the translation of empire from east to west) and translatio
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religionis (the transferal of religious life from the eastern to western regions of the
Christian world). Oftestad’s careful unpacking of the Lateran church’s claim to the
Ark additionally leads her back to the Constitutum Constantini (commonly known
as the Donation of Constantine), that famous forgery which first identified the
Lateran church as the “pinnacle of Roman sacerdotal and imperial authority”
(44). The Lateran’s liturgical tradition reinforced this entire program, elaborated
not coincidently in the period after the “Gregorian” reform, when the papacy
was broadcasting its place of primacy over Christendom more aggressively than
ever before.

For Oftestad, more than anything else, the capture of the earthly Jerusalem by the
crusaders in 1099—including the Temple Mount—supercharged what used to be alle-
gorical associations between Israel in the Old Testament and the church in the New
Testament (evident, for example, in works of exegesis by Bruno of Segni), thereby trans-
forming the Lateran basilica into the literal replacement for the Jewish temple. The
canons at the Lateran must have also sensed the possibility of competition from the
newly founded crusader church of Jerusalem. Claiming to possess the biblical Ark of
the Covenant represented one way of shutting that door. Indeed, this is why
Oftestad’s refined dating of the Descriptio Lateranensis ecclesiae to the years after the
First Crusade (specifically, after Fulcher of Chartres completed his Historia
Hierosolymitana in 1106) matters, setting the production of the text firmly in a crusad-
ing context. The presence of the Descriptio Lateranensis ecclesiae in French and Belgian
manuscripts, transcribed alongside crusader histories and pilgrimage guides to the Holy
Land, lends additional weight to her argument about the centrality of the early crusad-
ing movement to reshaping and intensifying the Lateran’s identification as the new
home of the Ark and ground zero for God’s covenant with his new chosen people in
the Christian church.

Set into the wider scope of salvation history, the stakes in possessing the Ark were
immense. As Oftestad observes: “The Ark was thus transferred both as an object
from the innermost space of the Jewish temple and as an object that imitated the heav-
enly pattern. The transfer was a physical expression of how access to truth and the
mediation between God and humankind had left the Jewish temple and was now exclu-
sive to the Church” (132). As a holy relic, it is worth noting, the Ark posed some unique
historical problems. Various traditions asserted that the Ark was lost during the
Babylonian captivity or would be kept hidden until God decided otherwise; others
claimed that the Romans under Titus and Vespasian had removed the Ark, restored
after the Jewish return from exile in Babylon, following the sack of Jerusalem in 70.
This remembrance of the Ark provided some logic for its presence in Rome. Still
other traditions insisted that the Ark remained hidden somewhere in the depths of
the Temple Mount.

Oftestad’s book additionally explores how advocates for the presence of the Ark at
the Lateran church selectively remembered its past and explained away these possible
objections to the sacred object’s final resting place in Rome. Or, at least, they post-
poned the reckoning with such possible criticisms. As Oftestad informs her readers
at the start of this work and reminds them at its conclusion, eventually skepticism
caught up with the Ark, deemed a fake in the eighteenth century and removed
from the basilica. In a footnote to her epilogue, Oftestad indicates that she contacted
the head of the Vatican museum in 2008 to ask whether anything remained of the
putative Ark of the Covenant somewhere in the Vatican’s collection. The curator
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replied that he knew nothing about this tradition, leaving the fate of the Ark a
mystery.

Brett Edward Whalen
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

doi:10.1017/S0009640720000219

Bishops, Authority and Community in Northwestern Europe,
c. 1050–1150. By John S. Ott. Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life
and Thought, 4th series 102. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2015. xii + 380 pp. $30.99 hardcover.

Nearly five years ago, John Ott first published his study of the formation, coherence,
and transmission of bishops’ authority throughout the province of Reims from the mid-
eleventh century to the mid-twelfth. Two years later, Cambridge University Press issued
a paperback edition of Ott’s work. Unfortunately, despite the existence of two editions,
it has not been widely reviewed—even by this journal—until now. Ott’s study merits
careful reading and appreciation because of the important contribution it makes and,
indeed, the exemplary model it sets for reconstructing and understanding episcopal cul-
ture within a particular region during the central Middle Ages.

Most simply put, the central question driving Ott’s study is what did it mean to be a
bishop during the so-called Gregorian reforms, roughly spanning the century between
Pope Leo IX’s council at Saint-Remi in October 1049 and Pope Eugenius III’s general
council in 1148—a period of intense and pervasive social, religious, and institutional
changes promoted by the papacy and its supporters. From the outset, however, Ott avoids
labeling individual bishops with the terms “reformer” or “reformist.” Such appellations, he
argues, tend to obscure the many different and often local influences that shaped bishops’
identities and actions as individuals and as collectives. He is interested instead in articu-
lating what he calls “a regional ecclesiology of episcopal office, that is, a set of ideas and
values concerning church stewardship and episcopal conduct that resonated with the
social, religious, and political transformations catalysing the civic and clerical communities
of northern France and Flanders on either side of 1100” (16). To this end, Ott focuses on
the bishops in the province of Reims because of the prominent position of its archbishop
(he was responsible for consecrating the kings of France), its large size (twelve dioceses in
1050 and fourteen by 1150), its geographical location bordering the German kingdom, and
the rich repositories of evidence still extant in its diocesan archives. Ott has clearly spent
many years digging through and carefully studying these repositories. This is medievalist
spadework at its best. He culls a variety of sources—prescriptive (e.g., canon law collec-
tions, conciliar degrees, and treatises on pastoral care), liturgical (e.g., pontificals and psal-
ters), and narrative (e.g., letters, sermons, charters, annals, gesta, saints’ lives, and miracle
collections)—in order to profile the episcopate in Reims in its idealized and actual forms.

In the eight chapters that follow his introduction, Ott articulates both the universal and
particular features of bishops’ identities in Reims, arguing in chapters 2–4, 8, and 9 that they
“possessed a recognizable, professional homogeneity, and that they often—though by no
means uniformly—spoken in a shared historical and symbolic language about the duties
and qualities of their office” (22) and in chapters 5–7 that “whatever commonalities contem-
porary prelates shared, each diocese possessed a collection of places, social groups,
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