Mount St Michel:
Abbey Church and cloister
Abbey Church exterior:

We are at the top of the roc: the part of the mount witch is the closest to the sky. That’s why they decided to build here the most sacred monument: the Church of the abbey called the abbey church. Each day monks came here to pray since the 11th century.

As you can imagine the place at the very top of the roc was too little and narrow. So it was necessary to find a solution to get a large platform where it would bee possible to build the church. They decided to build 4 crypts (underground little church). Those crypts form a cross shape. Roofs of crypts allowed sustaining the abbey church. Actually there is the main church and under each part of this church you can find another one. Under the nave, the choir and the 2 transepts there is a crypt separated from the others.

The abbey church was built in the 11th, but this monument was very fragile and it was necessary to restore it a lot of time.

If we were before or in the 18th we would already be (esplanade) in the church. Actually in this century as the church was in danger of collapsing, the 3 bays of the entrance were destroyed. At that time the façade of the church go almost until the little wall just behind you (Presque au bout de l’esplanade). As they destroyed bays, they have to rebuilt a new façade in the 18th.At that time the architectural style was a classical style: a very sober style with straight lines, columns, rounded arches witch remains the ancient times (antiquité).

The monument on the right hand of the church was the dormitory of monks. It allowed monks to be very closer of the church to go praying even in the night.

The first part of the steeple (clocher) was built in a Romanesque style: we can see rounded arches for the openings. But the spire (flèche) was burn because of the lightning (foudre) several times. It has been rebuilt in a gothic style witch contrast with the rest of the steeple: we can see lot of vertical and high lines, lot of details and adorations.

On top of the spire there is the statue of the archangel St Michael. Archangels are different from the other angels because they have special missions. For example St Gabriel was in charge of the annunciation to the Virgin Mary (in charge to told the virgin Mary she was going to give birth). St Michael’s special mission is to be the chief of the heavenly army (armée céleste), that’s why he is represented killing a dragon with his sword. He symbolizes the fight against the devil.

On the façade there is sculptures of coat of arms of the abbey: the scallop (coquille St Jacques) representing the pilgrims and the fleur de Lys symbol of king of France. The king of France was a protector of the abbey.

Abbey church interior:
The nave:

The nave was finished in the 11th .It is covered with a wooden framework. The stone was use only for the choir, the most sacred place in a church. Moreover wood is lighter and walls don’t have to sustain heavy stone vaults.

The first part of this church dates from the 11th; it’s the time of middle age. At that time monuments used to be built with heavy elements. We can see rounded arches typical of this period, very thick walls and groined vault in laterals bays. To not those thick walls witch support the all vaults became fragile, it was necessary to make little openings in it. That’s why in Romanesque architecture there is only narrow openings.

In 1103 monks were praying in the choir when the north wall collapsed. They rebuilt it thicker with fewer openings, because they were afraid of a new collapsing because of the fragility of the wall. This part of the nave rebuilt dates from the 13th century. The north wall was kept steady until know and dates from the 1st construction in the 11th.

The nave is composed of 2 large horizontal lines witch draw 3 levels:

- Arcades (vaults) for the circulation

- Tribunes (sort of galleries witch give rhythm to the elevation)

- Clearstory (clairevoie) to give light
The transept
The crossing transept dates from the 12th century; ogee arches announce the gothic style of the 13th century
The choir

We are in the gothic part of the church witch dates from the 15th century. The choir collapsed in this century and they rebuilt it the style of the period: gothic. The main innovation of the gothic style is the ogee arch with pointed arches. Thanks to those arches the weight of vaults are draw only on pillars and no more toward walls. Actually walls don’t carry any vaults; that’s why it was possible to create big openings and developed the art of stained glass windows. All the vault pressure is receive by those pillars witch are reinforced by flying buttresses in the exterior (16th). They are in the prolongation of those pillars. In the choir all is verticality and light. (The upper part of the stained glass windows made of stone look like flames, it has given the name to the flamboyant style).

The construction of the choir began in the 15th to finished in the 16th. So there are 4 century of difference between the nave and the choir (Romanesque for the nave and gothic for the choir)

Ambulatory
The choir is sacred place only for monks and priest. As monks get the habit to pray several times during days and night, in order to not disturb them, an ambulatory was built. It allows pilgrims to walk all around the choir without disturbing masses or praying.

Just under our feet a crypt support the choir. It was called the crypt with big pillars and built in the 15th century to support the new gothic choir (the 1st one collapsed in the 15th).

Pillars of the ambulatory are very special; they are composed of little columns. Each column supports an ogee arch or a transverse rib. Vaults look like palm trees because there is no capital at the top of the columns to stop vertical lines.
The cloister 

We are in the part of the abbey called the marvel (la merveille). It’s the gothic part of the monument. It was built in order to replace the old Romanesque buildings too uncomfortable and too narrow. This part was called the marvel because it was almost a miracle to build this monument hung up in the air. Actually the monument doesn’t rest on the roc but on a platform built from the roc.

Under this cloister there are 2 floors: 1st floor the cellar (cellier)






       2nd floor the room of knight

The cloister was built in the 13th century; it’s a peaceful place to pray, to have a conversation or to have a walk. This place was only for monks. Those galleries serve the church, the refectory and the dormitories. Galleries allow monks to be protected against the rain.

The architecture of the cloister is very light a thin: little columns are link one to the other by ogee arches. Columns draw triangular shapes (implantées en quinconce), it give rhythm and depth to the gallery. At the beginning columns were made with marble, during the restoration (15th) they used “pouding” a red stone which come from the region.

In the spendrels (equoiçons) we can observe lot of decorations like intertwined leaves (entrelas de végétaux). We can also find Saint Francis who became saint in the 13th (period of the construction of the cloister). The decoration look like lace (dentelles). A freeze with different circular patterns go all along the gallery. The opening with a vu on the ocean was made to build the chapter room, but it has never been done.

The bench (bancs) in the cloister are called Mandatum. There the abbot washed feet of 12 monks in the memory of the last supper of Jesus where He washed feet of the 12 apostles in sign of humility.
