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One of the many reasons that the abbey of Saint-Denis, located in the outskirts of Paris, has long 

fascinated scholars and laymen alike is because of its close connections to the French monarchy. As the 

burial place of St. Denis, apostle to the Franks, and his two companions, Rusticus and Eleutherius, it had 

a privileged status among French churches. Founded by the Merovingian king Dagobert in the seventh 

century, it was generously endowed by grants of lands, privileges, and treasures by the Carolingian 

emperor Charles the Bald in the ninth and by Louis VI in the twelfth. Most, but not all, French monarchs 

before the twelfth century had been buried there. (Notably, Charlemagne had been buried in his palace at 

Aachen, and Philip I had been buried at Saint-Benoît-sur-Loire.) These previous burials, however, had 

been marked by simple plaques. It was in the thirteenth century that an elaborate program of tomb 

building was begun at the abbey, and it is the setting of these tombs within the abbey church, their 

purpose, their arrangement and re-arrangement, and how these reflect the political purposes of the 

French monarchy that is the subject of this book.

Because the effigies of the kings, queens, other members of the royal families, and royal servants are so 

striking, and because they give visual evidence for the power (real and symbolic) and aspirations of the 

monarchy they have excited the interest of scholars from Gilles Corrozet’s »Les Antiquitez de Paris« 

(1588), Jacques Doublet’s »Histoire de S. Denys« (1625), and Michel Félibien’s »Histoire de l’abbaye 

royale de Saint-Denys« (1706), to the present day. They were also the subject of many of the drawings 

made by Roger de Gaignières (1642–1715). Leistenschneider’s book, which is based on her 2004 

dissertation from the University of Bonn, thus follows a long tradition of works on this subject. Her 

bibliography of primary and secondary sources is extensive, and she readily acknowledges her debt to 

other scholars, particularly Elizabeth A. R. Brown, Caroline Bruzelius, Alain Erlande-Brandenburg, Werner 

Jacobsen, Gabrielle Spiegel, Georgia Sommers Wright, and Michaël Wyss.

After an introduction that gives the background leading up to the thirteenth-century reconstruction of the 

church, she then proceeds to discuss the tombs and their sculptures in strict chronological order. She is 

most concerned with who commissioned the tombs, their placement, and their cost. In turn, she discusses 

how these reflect the politics of the kings (or queens) in question. 

The first chapter discusses the abbey’s program up to the death of Louis IX in 1270, and how the new 

arrangement of the tombs reflected the reditus ad stirpem Caroli Magni (p. 55). Her emphasis is on the 
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role that Louis IX played in the re-ordering of the tombs of his predecessors. Here she follows the 

approach of Erlande-Brandenburg, against the nuanced view of Elizabeth Brown who takes a more 

cautious approach to Louis IX’s participation in the program. In the following section, Leistenschneider 

stresses the importance of the cult of St. Louis, and she cites Jacobsen’s words that the St. Louis chapel 

was the final point of the pilgrimage to Saint-Denis. The canonization of Louis IX was of great importance 

to both the abbey and the king, and she is in agreement with other authors about the important role that 

Philip IV, the Fair, played in the translation of St. Louis’ relics and their placement in a magnificent chasse 

on the high altar. She also discusses the re-ordering of the tombs under Philip IV that took place in 1306, 

and how the reordering denied the idea of the reditus and replaced it instead with the idea that through his 

parents Philip was directly related to the first two royal »races«. That the placement of the tombs was 

employed to indicate a royal genealogy was also used to connect the Valois to their Capetian 

predecessors (p. 125). Finally, in the third section of the book, she goes through the various chapels that 

were built to house the bodies of the Valois and their servants, and she concludes with a discussion of the 

tomb of Charles VII and his wife Marie of Anjou in the fifteenth century.

As noted above, the structure of the book is chronological, and it would not be useful as a guide to the 

present-day tombs in the church. Also, because the book is divided into sections, each dealing with a 

separate monument, it is not easy to get a picture of the overall program(s). Although at various times she 

mentions the mutual interests of abbey and crown, it is clear from her summary (p. 251–254) that the 

principal impetus lay with the monarchy. Certainly there had to be royal input, but the abbots of Saint-

Denis could not have been simply witnesses to a program that went along with a rebuilding or reordering 

of their interior spaces.

As it happens, in a book that appeared too late for consideration by Leistenschneider, William Chester 

Jordan in »A Tale of Two Monasteries: Westminster and Saint-Denis in the Thirteenth Century« (Princeton 

2009) raises this very point when he notes the role that the economics of the abbey and the personality of 

Matthew of Vendôme played in the reconstruction. To Leistenschneider the abbots appear as shadowy 

figures compared to their royal contemporaries. Again, though it is outside the author’s major argument, 

the reader is left with little sense of what the monuments looked like. In her discussion of the »königliche 

Kunstpolitik«, the reader feels that »Kunst« gets short shrift.

The main body of the text is followed by genealogical tables, a few original sources, and 123 plates, of 

good, if not outstanding quality. Finally, there are some odd lacunae in her presentation. For example, she 

does not mention the important privilege of Louis VI that stated he wanted to be buried near the holy 

martyrs apud quos sepeliri optamus (Recueil des actes de Louis VI, no. 281). Also, p. 22, she discusses 

the idea that the king, if he were not king, would be the vassal of the Saint, but though she mentions 

several secondary sources, she does not mention the primary ones, the writings of Suger. And giving the 

impression that the bibliography and the figures (all placed at the end) are not that well integrated with the 

text, when she discusses (p. 26) the tomb of Adelaide de Maurienne, the wife of Louis VI, she makes no 
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reference to the article of Kathleen Nolan, though it is in the bibliography. In conclusion, this is a thorough 

presentation of the »royal« tombs, but one that would benefit from being read in conjunction with other 

works to get a fuller picture of the ecclesiastical and artistic significance of the programs.
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