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Bible of St Louis, volume 3, «quasi-original» edition

Considered by modern critics to be the most lavish codex ever created



It belonged to St. Louis IX, King of 

France, who gave it to Alfonso X the 

Wise. It was copied and illustrated be-

tween 1226 and 1234 in Paris. 

Life in the Middle Ages is revealed 

through the images presented in this 

codex. 

Biblical texts and glosses blend 

with the iconography to create an un-

alterable whole. 

Unique monument of book illu-

mination that constitutes both unlim-

ited information for historians and a 

boundless source of pleasure to the 

senses.

The Bible of St Louis of Toledo Ca-

thedral is a truly outstanding item 

within the rich heritage of Toledo Ca-

thedral. This Bible moralisée written 

in Latin is so extraordinarily beautiful 

that it is also known as the “Rich Bible 

of Toledo”. 
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The Bible of St Louis 

D. Francisco Álvarez Martínez, 

Cardinal Archbishop of Toledo 

• Size: ± 420x320 mm

• Provenance: France, 13th c.

• Three volumes, 1,230 pages. 4,887 
medallions containing illuminated 
scenes of biblical history

• 2 commentary volumes by Miguel 
C. Vivancos, J.P. Aniel, Francisco J. 
Hernández, Manuel González, Ramón 
Gonzálvez Ruiz, John Lowden, Klaus 
Reinhardt, François Boespfl ug, 
Yolanta Zaluska and Yves Christe: 
vol. I: 512 pp. and 128 illustrations; 
vol. II: 496 pp. and 620 illustrations

• First, unique and unrepeatable 
edition, strictly limited to 987 
numbered and authenticated copies

Toledo Cathedral 

The Morgan Library & Museum • New York

A French gem in the Cathedral of Toledo



Protective bookcase in leather decorated with gold

The earliest references to this 

work date back to the codicil and tes-

tament of Alfonso X the Wise, king of 

Castile, which describe it as being a 

“historiated Bible in three books given 

to us by the king of France” and “one 

of the most noble items belonging to 

the king”. The Bible of St Louis to which 

Alfonso X the Wise refers is in all likeli-

hood the one housed in Toledo Cathe-

dral. The studies made of the different 

aspects of this Bible together with the 

analysis of its contents enable the date 

of its composition and the period in 

which it was copied and illuminated 

to be determined very approximately. 

These tasks were completed between 

1226 and 1234. This vast, highly accu-

rate and meticulous work required the 

patient dedication of many experts in 

the widest possible fields covered by 

theologians, copyists and illuminators.

A treasured jewel
This codex was produced for kings for 

educational and informative purposes, 

and also as a pedagogical tool in the 

education of the future king of France. 

Over the last eight centuries the Chap-

ter of Toledo Cathedral has dedicated 

the utmost care to conserving and 

housing this bibliographic gem which 

can be described in its own merit as 

unique and which draws gasps of ad-

miration from everyone who has the 

chance to see it. 

Increasingly large numbers of 

scholars are interested in researching 

into this endless source of culture brim-

ming with so much doctrinal wealth 

typical of the 13th century. The number 

of requests the Chapter receives from 

persons seeking direct access to the 

Bible of St Louis in order to study and 

conduct research on a great many sub-

jects, increases every day. The reasons 

for such interest vary considerably: 

some concern biblical and theological 

aspects; others are intrigued by artistic 

and ornamental considerations; and 

yet a third group includes those who 

focus their research programme on a 

historical perspective. 

The Chapter of Toledo Cathedral 

is aware of the need to be sufficiently 

open to permit access to anyone in-

terested in investigating the Bible of St 



Louis. It is equally aware of its duty to 

keep this unique treasure in the best 

possible condition and to conserve 

what has been looked after for so many 

centuries with such zeal, by providing 

this unique item amongst the Cathe-

dral’s treasures with the maximum se-

curity and custody.

A magnificent facsimile
These are the reasons which drove 

the Chapter to produce a facsimile 

edition of the Bible of St Louis. The 

venture appearing today deserves 

our applause. After approaching dif-

ferent publishing houses, the project 

was finally entrusted to M. Moleiro 

Editor. The outcome is undoubtedly 

of benefit to us all. I would finally like 

to take this opportunity to express my 

satisfaction and also to congratulate 

all those whose efforts have made 

this facsimile edition of the Bible of St 

Louis possible. I am well aware of all 

the virtually anonymous people in 

the background who have dedicated 

so much time and enthusiastic effort 

to achieving this arduous and difficult 

task whose marvellous result cannot 

be praised too highly.

A service to culture
In producing this facsimile, the Chap-

ter has rendered a great service to 

culture in general and assistance to 

the many libraries and individuals 

interested in this subject by provid-

ing a great opportunity to make use 

of and complete this reproduction: a 

remarkable tool enabling a multitude 

of research and academic projects to 

become reality.

Binding in double-faced calfskin and clasps
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The first documented record about the 

Bible of St Louis appears in the will and 

testament of Alfonso X the Wise of Cas-

tile. This will, written in 1282, describes 

a Bible “of three illuminated volumes 

given to us by King Louis of France.” 

This short but precise description is 

sufficient to lead us to believe that he 

was referring to the same copy that 

resides today in the treasury of Toledo 

Cathedral. In addition, this particular 

copy, divided into three books or vol-

umes each replete with ornate illustra-

tions of the biblical tales and originally 

owned by King Louis IX of France is 

surprisingly similar to the Rich Bible of 

Toledo. Furthermore, the will explains 

that Louis IX gave the codex to Alfonso 

X as a gift. This valuable piece of evi-

dence clarifies the mystery surround-

ing the presence of this bibliographic 

gem in Castile. 

In his will, Alfonso X expressed 

great appreciation for this Bible clas-

sifying it as one of the “noblest pos-

sessions belonging to the King.” In his 

testament of 1284, he also alludes to 

the Bible as one of “the things we had 

in Toledo that were taken” during a 

robbery of the royal holdings. The king 

describes his regret at having lost one 

of “the rich and noble things that be-

longed to the kings”. This entry, in addi-

tion to the similar phrase written in his 

will, attests to the fact that this invalu-

able piece of art was destined for the 

exclusive use of royalty. 

 

An Extraordinary Bible 
The Bible of St Louis is one of a small 

group of Bibles copied in the 13th 

century for members of the French 

royalty belonging to the Capetian 

dynasty ruling at that time. It is a pe-

culiar type of biblical book without 

precedents in the tradition of Euro-

pean scriptoria, and is lavishly illumi-

nated in keeping with the rank of its 

owners. 

Ramón Gonzálvez Ruiz, 

Toledo Cathedral

The Bible of Saint Louis in Castile 
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These bibles were usually known 

by the more modern name of Bibles 

moralisées and were few in number, 

as mentioned earlier, due to the high 

cost of producing them. The most ob-

vious feature of these books is their 

incredible lavishness and splendour. 

Their external appearance is so excep-

tional that one immediately realises 

that their owners could only be the 

most high-ranking persons in medi-

eval society. This was indeed the case: 

these Bibles were made for the use of 

kings alone. 

The huge number and quality of 

their illuminated storia catch the read-

er’s attention from the start. The singu-

larity of these Bibles is demonstrated 

mainly in two aspects: their codicology 

and texts. 

From the viewpoint of the work as 

a book, we must admit that everything 

in it is extraordinary. The persons who 

commissioned it envisaged a project 

on a vast scale, far larger than any 

usually produced by book craftsmen. 

We could even say that everything 

was sacrificed in the name of mag-

nificence. Some of the requirements 

in terms of grandeur and splendour 

imposed by the project forced those 

working on it to breach many of the 

rules laid down in the ateliers of copy-

ists and illuminators. 

Whilst not of the same size as the 

ancient Atlantic Bibles, it has never-

theless a very large format and an ex-

ceptional number of folios, all of the 

finest quality. The enormous amount 

of decoration made it impossible for 

the parchment folios to bear so much 

paint and gold on both sides since the 

pigments would have soaked through 

to the other side, causing the sheets 

to crumple. The only solution was to 

leave one side of each folio blank. 

The most surprising aspect is that 

the sides used for the text and imag-

es were not the flesh sides, which are 

whiter, but the hair sides. The reason 

for this was that the roughness of the 

hair side enabled the pigments to ad-

here much better. 

The entire Bible is presented as 

a totum continuum, opening with a 

large, illuminated page (God, the Crea-
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tor of the Universe) and ending with 

a full-page miniature (Queen Blanche 

and her son Louis at the top and the 

codex craftsmen at the bottom), an 

indication that the book was designed 

as a single unit. The completed quires 

were gradually accumulated and in the 

end it was necessary to split the work 

into three volumes: a final operation 

which was not envisaged or allowed 

for originally. The division was done in 

a rather arbitrary fashion as revealed 

by the places where the work was di-

vided into volumes. 

Looking at the work from the 

viewpoint of its texts, it can be seen 

that this book does not coincide com-

pletely with our notion of what a Bible 

is. First of all a careful analysis of the 

text shows that it is not a complete 

Bible but a selection of biblical texts, 

with many others missing. Exactly half 

of the text does not belong to the Bi-

ble but consists of commentaries writ-

ten by anonymous theologians. No 

biblical text stands alone: each one is 

accompanied by an authorised com-

mentary. These short theological texts 

were so important to those in charge 

of the work that they were given the 

same treatment as the biblical texts 

themselves: both types of texts were 

glossed iconographically by an illumi-

nated storia along the side. 

Hence the texts in this work be-

long to both the Bible and theology in 

equal parts. The foregoing also dem-

onstrates that, in this respect too, the 

Bible of St Louis is a very particular Bi-

ble, an utterly singular work. 

A Bible for the King 
Alfonso X wrote in his testament that 

the work was made for use of kings, 

but the crucial question remains, why 

did the King of France and his mother 

need it? Was it just a whimsical pos-

session? There is no documentation in 

the royal records of France about the 

purpose for which the Bible was made. 

However, we cannot reject the theory 

that the Bible had some utilitarian 

purpose for the people who used it in 

the Middle Ages. Books were made to 

be used as a vehicle of learning and 

vol. 2, f. 90r 



information. According to this theory, 

books circulated amongst the people 

who had a use for it. The fact that the 

Bible was made during the time that 

the French prince was in his school 

years suggests that it was made to 

serve as a pedagogical instrument 

to complement the education of the 

future monarch of France. One might 

even venture to say that it was given 

to Alfonso X the Wise in order to edu-

cate his children and grandchildren. 

Composition 
From the last illuminated folio, we can 

determine the timeframe in which the 

codex was copied and illuminated. 

Louis IX of France was born in 1214 

and took the throne in 1226. In 1234 

he married Margaret, the daughter 

of Ramon Berenguer IV, Count of Pro-

vence. Given that Saint Louis appears 

in the portrait as the reigning king but 

is still unwed, we can deduce that the 

Bible was completed between 1226 

and 1234. 

Iconography 
The biblical text, commentaries and 

iconography form a complete picture 

on each folio. Each page contains 

a rectangular space that is divided 

into four vertical columns of uneven 

width. Two columns contain text and 

two contain decorative illustrations. 

The columns with text are narrower 

than the decorative columns and are 

framed by a thin border. Each of the 

decorative columns contains four 

richly adorned medallions, totalling 

eight per page. Hence, the three 

volumes contain some 5,000 mini-

atures. The abbreviated biblical text 

is followed by a series of commentar-

ies that include historical allusions, 

allegorical tales, moral assertions 

and mystic references. The Bible is 

famous mainly for its extravagant 

iconography. Each medallion repro-

duces the corresponding scene de-

scribed in the biblical text. The artists 

employed a wide range of colours 

(blues, greens, reds, yellows, greys, 

oranges and sepia) upon burnished 

gold grounds. The overall composi-

tion brims with highly expressive 

artistic and technical resources. Most 

of the medallions contain a single 

scene although some are split in two 

by a cloud, arch or straight line. The 

illustrators used the moralistic com-

mentaries to include criticisms of so-

ciety from a monastic viewpoint. This 

Bible contains representations of life 

in the first half of the 17th century: 

men, social groups, their vices and 

virtues, apparel, customs, beliefs, 

games and ideals. The images in this 

Bible constitute a portrayal of medi-

eval life. 

vol. 1, f. 126r 
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The Workshop
Although there are no historical 

sources that document the actual 

place of manufacture, the Bible of St 

Louis was undoubtedly made in Paris. 

It can be assumed to have been made 

there because Paris was not only the 

capital city of the kingdom and courts 

but also the location of the most re-

nowned school of theology in Europe. 

It was against this background that 

the demand for the production of 

Bibles – particularly highly elaborate, 

illuminated Bibles – focussed on the 

city and reached its peak there, mo-

nopolizing the trade to such an extent 

that other cities were unable to com-

pete with the quantity and quality of 

the books produced in the capital. The 

Bible of St Louis was made during one 

of the most glorious periods of Paris-

ian scriptoria. 

Judging by the importance of 

this Bible and the social standing of 

its owners, one can imagine that the 

workshop selected to produce it was 

also one of great prestige. Its name, 

however, remains a mystery.

The Authors
To date, it has not been possible to lo-

cate any documentary evidence of the 

names of the authors. The only clues 

we have lie in the work itself, in the 

large miniature at the end of the last 

quire. Until new documents are discov-

ered, answers to the authorship ques-

tion must be sought in the realms of 

what is suggested by the illumination 

on the last page. 

vol. 3, f. 64r 



Volume III, folio 8r
This page depicts four figures, two 

larger ones in the top scene and two 

smaller ones in the bottom scene.

The main section is occupied by 

two members of French royalty. The 

female figure, whilst having no at-

tributes to identify her definitely, has 

been interpreted as Blanche of Cas-

tile, the mother of Louis IX. Seated on 

her throne and garbed in her regal 

cloak and white veil, she addresses 

the young monarch in an active, 

conversational pose. The king listens 

respectfully, holding the gold bull 

hanging upon his chest in his fingers. 

The pose of each figure suggests that 

the queen is dedicating the complet-

ed Bible to the young king. If this is 

the case, then it was the queen who 

commissioned and paid for the work. 

Her son, for whom it was made, re-

ceives it. 

The bottom section features 

persons literally of lower rank. The 

subordinate position of these two 

people is obvious because their rep-

resentations, smaller in size, are situ-

ated lower down, meaning that their 

responsibility in the work was of a 

subordinate nature. The first figure is 

a cleric sitting on his bench giving or-

ders to a copyist and supervising his 

work. Since this cleric is dressed as 

a religious, we can immediately rule 

out that he was of episcopal rank as 

has been suggested elsewhere. 

This figure’s appearance sug-

gests a cleric belonging to a religious 

order deliberately depicted without 

any characteristic traits. I am of the 

opinion that this ambiguity is due to 

the fact that copyists were directed 

by members of more than one reli-

gious order. 

If this interpretation of the end 

miniature is accepted, then the author-

ship question of this Bible is resolved, 

at least partially. The large illuminated 

page suggests that the four figures de-

picted on it shared the authorship and 

that each one took a proportional part 

in certain aspects. In other words, the 

Bible was the fruit of joint authorship. 

The queen was responsible for the ini-

tiative of the project, its sponsorship, 

financing and the right to establish the 

basic guidelines governing the work. 

In certain respects the king for whom 

the book was commissioned was also 

involved in the authorship. The book 

was meant for him and was designed 

bearing him, his Christian education 

and political benefit as king in mind. 

Also included in the author cat-

egory are the clerics carrying out the 

instructions received, applying them 

and directing the craftsmen working 
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Authors of the Bible of St Louis 
commentary volume

on the book. As mentioned earlier, 

they were probably a group from 

different religious orders perhaps 

consisting mainly of members of 

the Franciscan, Dominican and the 

two mendicant orders. They were 

responsible for designing the book 

in general with its characteristic fea-

tures according to the instructions 

they received. 

The copyist portrayed in the final 

miniature also represents the group 

of craftsmen skilled in bookish arts 

who played an active part in it. Just 

leafing through any volume of this 

Bible is enough to realise that many 

different hands were involved in the 

task of copying. Likewise, more than 

one illuminator was involved in the 

decoration. They played a leading 

role in the creation of a work of in-

comparable beauty deservingly ad-

mired and appreciated by the most 

educated monarchs of its epoch.

KLAUS REINHARDT, Trier University.

The texts of the Bible of Saint Louis

FRANÇOIS BOESPFLUG and YOLANTA ZALUSKA, Marc Bloch University, 

Strasbourg

Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, CNRS, Paris.

The New testament (except Revelation) in the Bible of Saint Louis

YVES CHRISTE, Geneva University.

The Bible of Saint Louis and the stained-glass windows in the Sainte 

Chapelle, Paris

The facsimile edition (3 vols.) comes with two colour commentary volumes by:

FRANCISCO J. HERNÁNDEZ, Carleton University, Ontario.

The Bible of Saint Louis in the chapels royal of France and Castile

MANUEL GONZÁLEZ, Seville University.

The Bible of Saint Louis in the Testament 

of Alfonso X The Wise of Castile (1284)

RAMÓN GONZÁLVEZ RUIZ, Toledo Cathedral.

Codicological study of the Bible of Saint Louis

JOHN LOWDEN, Courtauld Institute of Art, London.

The Bible of Saint Louis as a Bible Moralisée

The artists of the Bible of Saint Louis

«Nunca en la vida de los hombres se 

ha reunido en un solo códice un con-

junto de imágenes tan extraordina-

rio y de tanta calidad. La Edad Media 

puede ser leída en imágenes a través 

de esta Biblia.»

«No se ha ahorrado ningún esfuer-

zo para reflejar toda la suntuosidad y 

la nobleza descritas por Alfonso X de 

Castilla: una obra realizada para reyes y 

utilizada únicamente por reyes.»

«Las críticas contemporáneas con-

sideran la Biblia de San Luis, de tres vo-

lúmenes, como el libro más prodigioso 

creado jamás por el hombre desde la 

invención de la escritura y de la ilumi-

nación»

Ramón Gonzálvez Ruiz, 

Toledo Cathedral

“The three beautiful and priceless vol-

umes became an outstanding work 

of art that was presented as a gift and 

then kept in the treasury”

Klaus Reinhardt, 

Trier University

“The making of such a book is an ex-

ercise that carries one from the tem-

poral and mundane to the eternal and 

divine”

John Lowden, 

Courtauld Institute of Art

« Avec la Bible moralisée vous avez 

mérité la reconnaissance universelle : 

ce sera l’oeuvre du siècle! »

François Avril, 

Bibliothèque nationale de France

About the Bible of St Louis



All our editions are fi rst, unique and limited to 987 
numbered copies certifi ed by notary public.

What our clients have said about the 
Bible of St Louis

« Avant leur dispersion, en Espagne, en 

Angleterre, en Italie et probablement 

ailleurs, les Bibles moralisées étaient 

entre les mains du roi et de ses plus 

proches parents, au palais de la Cité, à 

proximité immédiate de la Sainte-Cha-

pelle dont ils avaient pour bonne part 

inspiré les vitraux. La Bible de Saint 

Louis a servi de modèle unique pour les 

verrières prophétiques et est utilisée en 

priorité pour les autres verrières. »

Yves Christe, 

Geneva University

“The New Testament section of the Bi-

ble of Saint Louis is characterised by an 

undeniable lavishness and beauty that 

are peerless in manuscript painting, 

and possibly in other art forms too. The 

skilful production that characterises the 

contributions made by highly talented 

artists and advisors, has resulted in the 

construction of a particularly ambitious 

structure of images and text whose 

complexity and boldness have rightly 

been compared, mutatis mutandis, to 

those of cathedrals and their histori-

ated, stained-glass windows. Whilst our 

research was conducted, at least partly, 

in response to the legitimate curios-

ity of experts, it was also intended to 

give readers, any readers at all, the joy 

– utinam! – of discovering this facsimile 

which is undoubtedly outstanding on 

all counts.”

François Boespflug, 

Marc Bloch University

Yolanta Zaluska, 

CNRS

« Oui, la phrase de Calouste Gulben-

kian placée en exergue de votre lettre, 

correspond parfaitement au résultat 

de votre travail : ce n’est pas un livre 

de premier ordre mais bien un « Chef-

d’oeuvre ». Soyez-en remerciée. »

Michel R. - France

« Concernant la Bible de Saint Louis, 

je me suis passionné pour cet 

ouvrage dès que je l’ai découvert sur 

votre site. Les enluminures que vous 

réalisez, sont d’une qualité telle que le 

Moyen Âge pourrait vous envier! C’est 

avec une vive émotion que je contem-

ple cette œuvre et la découvre tous les 

jours un peu plus. La grandeur de votre 

réalisation est de l’ordre de l’Art. Merci 

de me permettre au XXIè siècle de pou-

voir vivre un peu d’un autre temps tout 

en m’enrichissant de sa beauté. »

Philippe M. - France
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