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The 199 manuscripts of the abbey of Mont-Saint-Michel kept at Avranches since the French 

Revolution form one of the best preserved Norman monastic libraries to have been created 

before the thirteenth century, and one of the finest surviving collections of medieval 

manuscripts in France. In the time of Abbot Robert of Torigny (1154–1186), himself an author 

and a copyist, the abbey was known as la Cité des livres, on account of the exceptional 

number and quality of manuscript books in its library. Most of the several hundred books 

produced in the Romanesque period 990 to 1190 have long since disappeared. The abbey 

suffered a number of disasters, including fires, as well as light-fingered guests, in the 

centuries before the decree of 1790 which saw all of its holdings taken into the control of the 

state; indeed, over 90 manuscripts have disappeared since that time. Around twenty others 

have been identified among other library holdings,  including the Sacramentary, now Pierpont 

Morgan Library, ms. 641 and the Bible, now Bordeaux Bibliothèque municipale, ms. 1, both of 

which feature prominently in this book. Despite the losses, the number surviving is 

impressive, and the range testimony to the eclecticism of monastic interests, even among the 

relatively small proportion that is illuminated and hence the subject of this work. These include 

the remarkable Avranches ms 235, a collection of scientific and technical treatises, adorned 

with lively and witty diagrams that would shame many a modern school manual. A total of 46 

manuscripts, 44 of them now at Avranches, are used in this richly illustrated study, which is a 

welcome revised and updated edition of a book first published in 1991. There is a slight 

increase in the number of illustrations, and an increase in the quality of reproduction – 

probably due to the major programme of digitization associated with the creation of Le 

Scriptorial, Le musée des manuscrits du Mont-Saint-Michel, the spectacular new repository 

opened at Avranches in 2006 and the subject of a closing chapter of the book written by 

conservator Jean-Luc Leservoisier. 

Most of the text is unchanged, retaining the strengths for which the first edition was noted, 

foremost among them being to achieve a lucid and accessible introduction to the production 

of manuscript books for the newcomer within a text of interest also to the specialist, whether 

or not acquainted with the manuscripts of this particular monastery. Dosdat sets the scene 

with a short foreword outlining the existence of religious communities on the Mont from the 

early eight to the end of the eighteenth centuries. For much of the time it was the focus of an 

important pilgrimage route which attracted thousands of pilgrims a year to risk the perils of the 
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treacherous tides of the bay of St Michael in Peril of the Sea. Monastic communities needed 

Bibles and liturgical texts, all of which had to be produced by hand, either by the monks 

themselves, or bought at great expense from other monastic houses. The small community at 

the Mont, which varied from 30 to 60 monks at any one time, achieved an exceptional degree 

of excellence in the copying and illustrating of manuscripts between 990 and 1190. 

Of particular importance was the development at the Mont of la lettrine normande – a type of 

illuminated initial that strove at once to be an easily deciperable letter and an illustration of 

colour and beauty. These arose out of a particular treatment of the letters P and Q in 

manuscripts of the time of Mainard II (991–1009), as seen in ms 98, fol. 132 verso (p. 59). 

The elaborate motifs of the historiated letters – extraordinary animals such as lions, eagles 

and griffins, swirls of acanthus leaves, and figures human, divine and demonic –  are drawn 

with zest and care in equal measure. The golden age of Mont manuscript illumination was the 

period 1050 to 1075, when the abbey enjoyed a rare period of peace and properity under 

Abbot Ranulf. To this period belongs masterpieces such as the Pierpont Morgan 

Sacramentary, and Avranches ms 75, Saint Augustin on Genesis. One of Dosdat’s greatest 

strengths as interpreter of these wonderful works of art is that she both provides guidance as 

to what some of the symbolism traditionally implied, and yet warns against a tendency to 

overinterpret and over simplify. Sometimes we have to accept that we cannot grasp the full 

meaning of intricate medieval iconography.

This question of symbolism occurs in relation to the one place where departures are made 

from the text of the first edition. These occur (p. 111–118) in relation to the Cartulary of Mont-

Saint-Michel, Avranches, ms 210, a mid-twelfth-century manuscript long celebrated on 

account of the beauty of several full page ink drawings, and the quality of many of the major 

initials. The changes incorporate my own re-dating of the Cartulary to the abbatiates of 

Bernard (d. 1141) and his successor Geoffrey (d. 1150), rather than that of Robert of Torigny 

(1154–1185), and to new interpretations of some of the drawings by Ursula Nilgens. Whilst the 

drawings in the Cartulary do not match the colourful intricacy of the illuminations in 

manuscripts such as the Bordeaux Bible, they are nonetheless four exquisite ink drawings, 

three of them full page and one of them, the frontispiece Vision of St Aubert (the founder c. 

708 of a college of twelve canons on the Mont), is partly coloured in gold. The second 

drawing (fol. 19 verso) was interpreted in the first edition as a depiction of the grant made to 

the abbey by duke Richard II of Normandy c. 1026, seen as a crowned figure to the left of a 

dominant ecclesiastical figure interpreted as Mauger bishop of Avranches, who was standing 

in for the abbot at a time of a vacancy between Abbot Hildebert (d. 1024) and Abbot Almodis. 

The basis of this original interpretation was to find a link between the drawing and the context. 

Dosdat now follows Nilgens in her re-interpretation, also based on a link between the drawing 

and the Cartulary context. This version convincingly argues that the crowned figure is the 

French king Lothar and the episcopal figure is Pope John III, the two of them linked to a 
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spurious text purportedly of the year 965 (fol. 17 recto–19 recto). The next drawing, on fol. 23 

recto, uncontroversially depicts the grant (of 1015) by Duchess Gunnor, mother of Richard II, 

which it precedes. The fourth picture (folio 25 verso) is the most controversial. Dosdat 

originally interpreted  it as a depiction of the grant by Duke Robert the Magnificent (1027–

1035). The grantor is a crowned figure, that is, a king, so cannot be Duke Robert. Dosdat now 

adopts Nilgen’s suggestion that this relates to the grant of Edward, styled king of England, on 

fol. 32 verso. As editor of the Cartulary I agree with this approach, but think it mistaken in 

respect of this last drawing. At the date in question, the reign of Robert of Normandy (1027–

1035), Edward was an exile whose claim to the English throne was recognized by his Norman 

kin. He eventually became king in 1042, but his gift to the monks had no effect. A substantially 

similar grant was later made by Robert count of Mortain, half-brother of Duke Robert’s heir 

William II of Normandy, king of England after 1066. The king in question was surely William of 

England. The drawing precedes the grant of Duke Robert on folio 26 recto. Until Allied raids at 

Saint-Lô in 1944 a Mont copy of the charter of Robert survived, to which a contemporary 

scribe later added a copy of the confirmation of his grant made by his son William. This 

occurs on folio 29 verso of the Cartulary, after a text recording the grant of a mill at Vains by 

Duke Robert, which was subsequently alienated by Abbot Suppo after Robert’s death at 

Nicaea in 1035, restored by William as duke, and confirmed after a dispute by William as king 

(folio 26 recto–27 recto). 

The »Bibliographie« has been extended, though readers will search in vain for titles 

supposedly published in 2006 by Pierre Bouet and Catherine Bougy. 
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