50 altars turned into 1 in Ribe Cathedral
Maybe you have travelled and seen a Catholic church. Here you will see all the side altars inside the church. At
these altars you can light a candle and pray for the dead.
Before the Reformation. When Denmark was Catholic, Ribe Cathedral had 50 side altars. It was important for
the townsmen to have altars where all the Catholic priests of the church could celebrate Mass and help them not
to have to stay longer than absolutely necessary in Purgatory when they died. After the Reformation all the side
altars were torn down and thrown away and only one altar remained – the High Altar. In Protestant churches
there is only one altar from where the vicar stands when reading texts of the divine service, the Lord’s Prayer and
the Creed. It is here the vicar gives his blessings, and this is the place where you receive the Holy Communion,
and candidates for confirmation are confirmed, and couples are wed in the church, and funerals are held.
From ancient times the altar has been the most sacred place in the church. This goes for other religions, too. The
altar is where you can feel closest to God. Exactly where the altar is, some important people are often buried. In
Ribe Cathedral the bones of Luifdag, the first bishop in Ribe, was buried in a shrine under the altar after he was
killed in Viking times (year 960) by non-believers with spears when after a sermon he was crossing Ribe River.
On the Communion Table lies the Bible, and often there are candles
and flowers on the table. In many churches there is a fine sewn or
woven blanket both on the table, and right in front of the table. Behind the altar there is often a cross or a painting with a biblical
motive. In some churches there are other kinds of art. It
could be a tapestry, a glass mosaic or a figure showing
Christ on the Cross, a crucifix.
All over Denmark there are many very old and very
fine altars. They are carved in wood and covered with
gold. The motifs show some of the most important
tales from the Bible. Some altars have wings. They
are like cabinet doors which can be opened and
closed depending on what to be shown.
In 1597 an altar was put up in the Cathedral in
Ribe. It was almost 5 meters high and at the
very top there were two angles holding a national coat of arms. There have been very magnificent wood carvings, but they have disappeared or
have been sold.
You can still see the old altar in the Cathedral.
Now it hangs on the side close to where you enter the Cathedral. The painter was from Ribe.
His name was Lauritz Andersen.

The paintings should be “read” from the bottom row. They represent:
| The birth of Jesus
| The Last Supper
| Jesus praying in the Garden
of Gethsemane
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| The Judas kiss
| The Crucifixion at Golgotha
| Thomas the Doubter
| At the very top of the altar:
The Resurrection of Jesus

50 altars turned into 1 in Ribe Cathedral

Visit the Ribe Cathedral
http://www.ribe-domkirke.dk/
http://historiskatlas.dk/Ribe%20Domkirke
See all the places where all the altars were before the Reformation.
In the 14th century extensions were made to make room for all the altars. They were red extensions which can
be seen outside the Cathedral. Inside the Cathedral you can find several places where the altars stood.

Assignments:
• Make a drawing of the altar found in the Cathedral now.
• Find what is left of the altar made for the Cathedral after
the Reformation and hung up in 1597.
What do the motifs represent?

• Find Sct. George and the Dragon. It is what is left of one
of the side altars used before the Reformation. Sct. George is also called Sct. Jørgen and he was a saint during
the Catholic time.
• Read the story about Sct. George and the Dragon using
this link
http://www.sctgeorg.dk/info/sagn.htm
Refer/link to the PU Cathedral assignment
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Visit Ribe Art Museum		
http://www.ribe-kunstmuseum.dk/
At Ribe Art Museum there are many pictures from Ribe. You will
find a picture from when the Cathedral was re-inaugurated in
1904. Back then and until the 1980ies there was a quite different
altar in the Cathedral. It resembled a house with 4 pillars and a
roof joined in a peak.
This is called aksis mundi, which means the axes of the earth.
When building an altar, it was often built as striving to reach the
sky, and this peak was then center of things. That is why such
altars were built with a peak or roof striving to reach the sky.
At St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome you will see some enormous
marble altars striving to reach the sky.
Today lots of new altars are built with simple Communion Tables and decorated with modern art.

Visit the St. Catharinae Church
http://historiskatlas.dk/Sankt%20Katharin%C3%A6%20Kirke
http://www.ribesvikinger.dk/html/Catharina%20Kirke.html
| Take a look at the altar
| The altar was made in 1650. Find the place on the altar where the year is written.
| What does Anno Domini mean?
| Which stories are the paintings on the altar representing?
| What is the effect of the tall windows behind the altar?
| In front of the altar there is a new woven tapestry. It is made
after a painting by Maja Lisa Engelhart. Can you tell what it
is represents?
		
Link to PU tasks on convents

Visit the church in your home town
Visit the church where you live to see the altar.
| Draw a base sketch of the church and mark the place of the altar
| What is the main motif on the altarpiece?
| How is the Communion Table decorated?
| What is on the Communion Table?
| Are there any textiles on the Table? – Fabric with embroidery etc?
| Make a sketch or drawing of the altar and the altarpiece.
Information search
| Check if you can find any parish magazines or other booklets in the church. Is there anything on the history
of the church in the magazine or booklet?
| Does your church have a website? Check out www.ribestift.dk or the site concerning your diocese.
| Maybe you’ll find some information on the altar in your church.
Contact the vicar
Try to talk to the vicar in your church about what the church looked like before the Reformation.
Talk to the vicar or your teacher about what happened in your church after the Reformation.
If the church was built after the Reformation, you can try to find a church built before the Reformation close to your school.
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Assignments at school
Assignment 1: Make a picture for the altar

| Choose a story from the Bible. You may choose to use the same story in class or in groups or in pairs or individually.
Find the most important issue in the story.
| Make a picture for the altar showing the contents of the story and what the altar is supposed to tell us.

Suggestions on possible materials
A painting
| Paint a thin paint background using dull body colour or watercolours on paper.
Then use a pencil, Indian ink, crayons e.g. to draw your chosen motif.
| Use acrylic paint on a masonite board.
| Use imaging software and then paint or colour on top of the photo.
A mosaic
| You have to make the mosaic in groups or in pairs.
| Make a framework with a bottom in the correct size (it doesn’t have to be square)
| Remember to drill holes for hanging before you create the mosaic.
| Use
• Mosaic pins (can be bought at any store selling mosaic supplies)
• Pieces of glass that you can get at the glazier’s
• Pieces of porcelain – you can get by smashing old porcelain into pieces
• Pebbles
• Pieces of wood found at the beach e.g.
• Shells
A sculpture
| All material found in nature can be used
| Recyclable materials
| Parts from old TVs or the like
| Metal
| Clay
| Curd - a special kind of wax to put on a base of wire (your art teacher knows what it is)
| A combination of materials e.g. using fabric, wool, cotton or felt
A collage made of fabric or paper
| Decoupage
| Special tearing paper (available from art teachers’ supply stores)
| Your own printed pictures
| Fabric sewn using a sewing machine. The sewing machine “draws” by using different colours of tread.
Take pictures of all the altars you have made, and make do a Photo Story. You can also add sound or narrative.
Make an exhibition of your photos and the texts you chose.

Assignment 2: The altars in others religions
Information search
Find information on which altars are used in other religions
| What do the altars look like?
| Find pictures on the Internet.
| When and how are the altars used?
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Hvorfor hedder det pludselig task????
Henrik

Assignment 3: Altars in everyday life?
Discussion
Talk together in class if there are any places in our everyday lives that almost resemble an altar. It might be places inside a house that suddenly gets so important that the place is almost worshipped.
Make a list of places and items that are special to you, and that you often return to.
To the teacher:
Here you’ll find more information on altars. From the Copenhagen Cathedral:
http://www.koebenhavnsdomkirke.dk/FileLib/Domkirkennr.2.07.tilhjems.pdf
Read page 6 and 7 on “Altar stories” in Church of Our Lady, Copenhagen
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