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A round in Purgatory
The reason why there was a need of many churches before 1536 was that people went to church more frequently
before the Reformation than after, and this was not just in Ribe.
No – the real reason is the fact that before the Reformation services were held all the time for people who had
died many years ago. All the churches in the country had several altars – in Ribe Cathedral in Ribe there were no
less than 50 with priests hired for each altar. Otherwise they could not hold all the death services that had been
paid for either by the deceased or the relatives.
Back then birthdays were of no importance. It was the day you died that was important because on this day you
moved on from this life and on to the next – the eternal life. First of all, death was the way to Purgatory where
you were cleansed before you could enter paradise. Back then they believed that you had to spend an agonizing
time in Purgatory.
However, the church offered sale of measures of mercy to the dead. Believers in Ribe, in Denmark and all over
Europe bought special services for the spirits to shorten the time in Purgatory for themselves or their relatives.
Great gifts were given to the church not only for the service at the funeral, but also for special services on the anniversary of the funeral. The more you paid, the longer the service, and an anniversary service would be held for
additional years to come. Your spirit would escape Purgatory faster too – or so they thought.
Rich merchants and nobilities were the first to pay for their death services. Altars were bought and placed in the
side aisles for this purpose. Ordinary people couldn’t afford to buy side altars, but of course they would also like
to get out of Purgatory. That is why they joined up in societies and guilds to pay for a priest and an altar. The entire red part of the Cathedral – the outer side aisles – were built in the 15th century to make room for the 50 new
altars that were serviced by 24 priests.
The societies and guilds owned their own altars, and in the Cathedral in Århus you can see an old rule that prohibits the societies and guilds to remove their altarpiece from the church and dance around it when they had a
party.
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Facts on the Cathedral
A cathedral is the main church in a diocese. There are 10 dioceses in Denmark, each with their own cathedral and
their own bishop. In the beginning of the hymn book there are drawings of all the 10 cathedrals. In Ribe Diocese
the bishop’s name is Elisabeth Dons Christensen. When a theologian is qualified and ready to start working in a
church he or she has to be ordained in the cathedral, which means to be inaugurated by the bishop to become a
priest in a church.

Ribe Cathedral
When did they start building
the church?

In 1134 by bishop Thure. The church
of Ansgar from 860 may have been
on the same spot.

What kind of rock was used to
build the walls?

Volcanic tuf, sand rocks and bricks.

Are the rocks imported from
abroad?

Tuf and sand rocks were sailed to
Ribe from Germany.

How many main and side aisles are Ribe Cathedral is the only church in
there in the church?
Denmark with 5 aisles.
Are there any side chapels?
How many?

There used to be 12, now there are
two: Albert Skeel’s chapel and Sct.
Lucia’s chapel

How many towers does the
church have?

“The Commoners Tower” (the red
tower), the Maria Tower (the yellow
tower). Furthermore there is a spire.

How tall is the highest tower?

50 meters

How many steps are there
in the tower?

248

How long is the church?		
How wide is it?

63 metres long and 36 metres wide

How high is the ceiling in the
nave?

19 meters

How tall is the main door of the
church?

4,20 meters

What is the main door made of?

Bronze. The artist is Anne Marie
Carl-Nielsen (1863-1945)

How many rows of keys are there
in the organ?

3

How many organ pipes are there
in the organ?

Approx. 3000
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