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PREFACE 

 

What follows is an MA thesis which was submitted in May 1963. The only copy I had was a third carbon (the University 

demanded a top copy and one other). It was very clear in places, in others ï less so. It represented a great deal of work and if it 

was more easily available, it might prove useful to others doing similar research.  

 On a whim I decided to make a digital copy so that it would be readable. This was made easier by the existence of 

character recognition technology. Even so, the deficiencies in the carbon copy meant that many of the pages had to be retyped 

and all had some degree of retyping. The illustrations were reproduced by a mixture of scanning or photographing. The original 

negatives for the illustrations and the plans have disappeared long ago and had they survived, they would not have been in good 

condition. Where I could find better photographs, I have done so. the originals were all black and white and I have retained this 

for all photographs. 

 Deliberately, no changes have been made to the text, although the last chapter is now quite dated; written, as it was, while 

the Second Vatican Council was in progress. My forecasts have not proved to be entirely accurate. Nevertheless, a record of 

what was thought of as ócutting edgeô in 1963 can be interesting, if not valuable. 

 I have tried to correct typographical errors in the original and it was astonishing to find so many. I have also taken the 

liberty of amending the strange punctuation here and there and, very rarely, slightly rewording something which was either 

ambiguous or incomprehensible. Some information has been added to the bibliography to make it more useful. But 95% of the 

thesis is exactly as it was submitted. No opinions or interpretations have been revised. 

 An index has been added at the back (in five sections: Artists and Designers, Churches, Museums, Popes and General) 

in the faint hope that it might encourage someone to search in it. In the index, the opportunity has been taken to more clearly 

identify churches which are often identified in the text merely by reference to their location. Obviously, the digital copy is fully 

searchable.  

 

David Chappell 

2017 

 
© David Chappell 2017 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

A simple definition of the Sanctuary is óthat part of the church Immediately surrounding the altar, separated from the rest of the 

church by rails or walls, and containing within its boundaries the articles of furniture used by the celebrant of the Mass and his 

attendantsô. Care must be used in applying this definition because although in the early centuries of Christianity the seats of the 

presbyters1 may be correctly considered as part of the Sanctuary, later they passed outside the Sanctuary and were situated in 

that part of the church known as the óchoirô, which falls outside the scope of this thesis.  In small churches, however, there often 

was, and is no demarcation between the Sanctuary and the choir, and the choir seats were often used for the altar servers. 

In early times the Sanctuary was known as the óconchaô or óexedraô because of the semi-circular shape usually adopted 

or as the ótribuneô because of its resemblance to the platform used by the magistrates in the civil basilicas.  It was sometimes 

called the óbemaô although this term was more properly applied to a particular portion of the Sanctuary between altar and nave. 

It is intended to trace the development of the Sanctuary and its furnishings from Early Christian times to the present day 

dealing particularly with the situation in the Roman Catholic Church. The furnishings will be examined individually and In 

relation to one another at various stages throughout their history, and an attempt made to discover the motives furthering changes 

in their disposition and structure. Examples will be drawn from all periods of architecture which have made a worthy contribution 

to the development of the Sanctuary and furnishings. Some account of the decrees and regulations governing the furnishings, 

together with analysis of the functional requirements of the latter at various times, will be included.  In conclusion, some idea 

may be formed of the present trend of the design of the Sanctuary and the integration of the items of furniture as part of an 

architectural whole. 

It is a formidable task to discover the precise character of the Sanctuary at the time of the beginning of the Christian 

Church, due to the almost total destruction of material evidence. All that the architectural historian can do is to examine existing 

buildings and try to arrive at a reasonable conclusion in accordance with the literary evidence of the period. More difficult is the 

assembly of data regarding early furnishings. These were far more fragile than buildings and even where buildings are still intact 

their original furnishings, in many cases, have long since vanished, often under the hands of would-be restorers.2 

                                                 
1 The Presbyters are the whole of the clergy assisting the celebrant during Mass. 

 
2 In S Sabina, Rome, the last hundred years has seen the destruction of the Romanesque ciborium and cancelli, being replaced by a modern imitation of 

what was considered to be an early type of cancelli similar to that in S Clemente, in the same city. 
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The issue is further complicated by the religious nature of the subject. Emotion and pious fervour have obscured the 

writings of some authors, and often what they state is what they would like to think was the case rather than a strict rendering of 

the facts. This is true of the early writers, whose descriptions of the buildings around them are often ambiguous or incomplete. 

It is particularly true of some modern writers who try to make up for lack of precise information by fanciful reconstructions of 

Early Christian services. Many ecclesiastics have published works on this subject with little consideration of the functional 

requirements involved. Only from the pens of serious architectural historians, as well as from the buildings themselves, can a 

true picture be obtained. 

The Church has, from time to time, issued decrees concerning the Sanctuary and its furnishings. Sometimes these decrees 

were overdue, sometimes they were still in force long after the initial need for them had passed; occasionally they are too binding 

on the architect and based on obscure symbolism to the detriment of functional needs. Some decrees, still in force, obstruct the 

modern Liturgical Movement by placing severe obstacles in the path of the architect. It is intended to present these, and other 

problems, and to observe the solutions proposed in different ages. 

 It has been decided to approach the problem in three different ways: functionally, historically, and aesthetically, for in 

some ages one aspect was emphasised more than the others and, in trying to discover the reason for certain architectural, 

characteristics, this must be taken into consideration. The function of the Sanctuary was constant throughout its history, the 

requirements varying slightly as the Church expanded, stress being laid on different things in different times and places. 

Ceremonies grew more complex and priests to perform them became more numerous as time went on. The shape, size and 

character of the Sanctuary and the arrangement of its furniture were changed accordingly. 

 Historically, the Sanctuary naturally followed the general trend of architecture, although changes in architectural style 

did not, necessarily, produce changes in the Liturgy or vice versa.  The effect of different architectural theories, and their 

influences, will be studied.  Aesthetically, the success or failure of different treatments of the Sacred Space will be analysed in 

relation to the mood of the time.  

 These three approaches are not airtight compartments and it is obvious that they must overlap, but to follow these lines 

of investigation may lead to a clearer understanding of the role of the Sanctuary through the ages. 

 Among the significant points which will be noted are the changes in the shape of the Sanctuary, its steps and their 

arrangement, the ceiling treatment, the presence or absence of windows and the overall change from an enclosed to a more fluid 

conception of the Sacred Space. 
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CHAPTER  I  

 

THE BEGINNINGS AND ORGANISATION OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH  

 

óThe Church is the Society of the believers in Jesus Christ, of those who accept His claim to be God Incarnate, 

His mission to redeem mankind and to make known to it the fullness of Godôs revelation.ô3 

 

It is recorded in the óActs of the Apostlesô that, after the ascension of Our Lord, there were about a hundred and twenty 

believers in the upper room at Jerusalem.4  From small beginnings the Church grew, spreading from Palestine to Asia 

Minor, Greece, Italy, Egypt, Africa, Gaul, Spain and Britain (fig.1), becoming established throughout the Roman 

Empire. After the first missionaries and the well recorded journeys of St. Paul, the names of the pioneers and the 

circumstances in which the Faith was introduced into the various countries are scarcely ever documented.  

 Vagueness also surrounds the early organisation of the Church. The first authenticated instance of the creation 

of Bishops, for example, occurred in the reign of Pope Clement I (91-100), who is stated to have created fifteen 

bishops, ten priests and eleven deacons in ordinations.5 The Twelve Apostles were the first bishops, and St. Peter, the 

Prince of the Apostles, is considered by the Church to have been the first Pope. 

 The bishop was the complete ecclesiastic. He had authority over the rest of the clergy assigned to him and he 

was the teacher and spiritual father of the Faithful. 

 The Hierarchy of the Catholic Church at the present time is illustrated, diagrammatically, in Table 1. The Pope 

is the supreme authority. He is advised by the College of Cardinals and by various committees, termed óSacred 

Congregationsô, twelve in number. The óCongregation of Sacred Ritesô is the one with which this thesis is chiefly 

concerned, being the body which, under the Pope, finally decides questions of ceremonial and sacred furnishings. The 

Congregations, Cardinals and other persons nominated by the Pope make recommendations on all aspects of Church  

                                                 
3 Mgr Philip Hughes. óA Popular History of the Catholic Churchô, 1958, London, Burns and Oates p. l. 
4 Holy Bible, 1609 Douay, 1, 15. 
5 Ch Artaud de Montor, óRoman Pontiffsô, 1867 p.21. 
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Figure 1 Geographical extent of the Church during the first three centuries 
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government, ceremonial, doctrine, etc, which the Pope can endorse or suppress. He also issues decrees, himself, which 

the whole Church is bound to obey. 

 

Table 1 

The Hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church 

 

The Pope 

 

Sacred Congregations     Cardinals           Religious Orders 

 

Archbishops 

 

Bishops 

                                               Domestic Prelates 

Canons 

 

Priests 

                                                  Laity 

 

 

One of the teachings of the Church which played a vital part in the development of the Sanctuary, is the belief that an 

ordained Priest has the power to change bread and wine into the actual Body and Blood of Christ, without changing 

the outward appearance of the bread and wine. Known as ótransubstantiationô, the act is chiefly performed during the 

Mass and the sacred elements are often reserved afterwards in a safe place. (At present, the tabernacle on the altar is 

the only authorised place). The reserved elements are known as the óBlessed Sacramentô. The manner of reservation 

and the honour accorded to the Blessed Sacrament, even to the extent of exposing it above the altar for veneration, 

has produced numerous changes in the aspect of the Sanctuary, all of which will be discussed in their proper place.  
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 High Mass Is performed with one priest, a deacon and a sub-deacon (now, generally, all are ordained priests 

though this was not always the case), and a number of servers. When a bishop officiates at High Mass it is termed 

'ôPontifical Massô and besides the priest, deacon and sub-deacon, two priests assist the bishop and a choir of priests 

may take part in the ceremony. Low Mass is a shortened form of High Mass, at which one priest officiates, assisted 

by one server. There are almost unlimited variations, such as óRequiem Mass (for the dead), before the Bishop 

Enthronedô, or Masses celebrated by abbots or cardinals. When the Pope celebrates Mass the ceremony follows the 

same formula as Pontifical Mass but with numerous additions concerned with the dignity of the Papal Court - his 

assistants are normally cardinals, or at least, bishops, and the Mass is complicated still further by courtesies due to 

them. Other ceremonies, not essential to the worship of the Church, are: Matins, Tenebrae, Compline, and 

Benediction. The Liturgy is the term given to the public worship of the Church - the actions and words. 
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CHAPTER II  

 

THE EARLY CENTURIES OF THE CHURCH  

 

The Catholic Church holds that the Mass was instituted at the Last Supper of Our Lord, thus the first Sanctuary was the room in 

which the Last Supper was held, with Our Lord as celebrant and His Apostles as participants in the meal.6 Very little is known 

about Sanctuaries, their design and arrangement, until the fourth century when Constantine proclaimed, the Edict of Milan in 

313, allowing freedom of worship, and churches began to be built in great numbers. During the first three centuries of Christianity 

the organisation of the Church was unsettled by intermittent persecutions (Table 2). Contemporary documents indicate that 

between periods of active hostility Christians were able to gather for their Liturgy unmolested. Undoubtedly, however, the order 

of their lives and the accessories of worship were coloured by the constant danger of interference. The principal act of the Liturgy 

was the Eucharist or óbreaking of breadô (the chief part of the Mass) followed by the agape or ceremonial meal. Professor 

Jungmann7 is of the opinion that the preponderance of lessons and homilies, delivered by the bishop from his chair or throne, 

over the relatively short Eucharist created a Liturgical focus on the chair rather than on the altar. 

 The bishop was the teacher of his people, the shepherd of his flock and the ruler in things spiritual and automatically 

assumed prominence. He was a person apart and could be compared with the prince or the judge. The precise form of pre-

Constantinian churches or meeting places and the origins of the Early Christian basilica have been hotly debated in many books 

by very many eminent historians and no one solution can be proposed with certainty. The possibilities seem to fall into four main 

categories:  

 

(i) House Churches 

(ii)   Scholae 

(iii)  Cellae 

(iv) Chapels 

 

                                                 
6 Holy Bible,  1609, Douay,  Mt.  26, 20-29;  Mk.  14, 15.   Lk. 22, 12-20. 
7 Josef A Jungmann, óThe Early Liturgyô, I960, London, Darton, Longman, & Todd. P.118. 
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Table 2 

 

Important events relating to Christians to 800 AD 

 

Date  Event 

 

64  Partial and local persecution under Nero. 

96  Partial and local persecution under Domitian. 

110  Plinyôs correspondence with Trajan about the Christians. 

202-211 Partial persecution under Septimus Severus. 

222-235 Alexander Severus friendly to the Christians. 

250-251 Systematic attempt to destroy Christianity under Decius. 

257  Prohibition of Christian assemblies, visits to cemeteries and  

  confiscation of meeting places and cemeteries under Valerian. 

258  Valerian decrees death to all priests and death or other punishments  

  to all persisting Christians. 

260  Gallienus gives use of cemeteries back to Christians. 

303  Diocletion issues edicts for the destruction of churches and  

  confiscation of sacred writings. Christians removed from office and  

  outlawed. Severer measures against the clergy. 

313  Toleration of Christianity by Constantine. Many churches built. 

330  Dedication of Constantinople. 

378  Defeat of Emperor Valens by the Goths at Hadrianople. 

430-550 Artistic importance of Ravenna. 

493-526 Reign of Theodoric the Ostrogoth. Patronage of the Church. 

800  Charlemagne crowned Holy Roman Emperor. 
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House Churches 

 

It seems clear that the first meetings of Christians followed the example of the Last Supper and took place in private apartments. 

There are references to such gatherings (called óchurchesô) in the óActs of the Apostlesô and the Epistles.8 

 Other examples occur in the óRecognitions of Clementô9 and the second century óActs of Martyrdom of Justin Martyr and 

his companions. 

 It is known that Christianity attracted to itself followers from all walks of life even, according to Mâle, as early as the 

first century the word óecclesiaô (church) was used to refer to the solemn assembly of Christians to take part in the Liturgy.10  (It 

does not mean the actual room itself). 

                                                 
8 Holy Bible, 1609. 

Acts 1, 13-15 óAnd, when they were come in, they went up into an upper room, where abode Peter and John, James and 

Andrewt Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Mathew, James of Alpheus and Simon Zelotes and Jude, 

the brother of James. 

 

 All these were persevering with one mind in prayer, with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus and 

with his bretheren. 

 

 In those days, Peter, rising up in the midst of the bretheren, said (now the number of persons together was 

about an Hundred and twenty):ô 

 

Romans 16, 5  óAnd the church which is in their house. Salute Epenetus my beloved, who is the first fruits of Asia in 

Christ. 

 

1 Cor. 16, 15 óAnd I beseech you bretheren you know the house of Stephanas, and of Fortunatus, and of Achaicus, that 

they are the first fruits of Achaicus, and have dedicated themselves to the ministry of the saints.ô 

 

Col. 4, 15 óSalute you the bretheren who are at Laodicea, and Nymphas and the church that is in his house.ô 

 

Phil. 2 óAnd to Appia our dearest sister, and to Archippus, our fellow soldier, and to the church which is in thy house.ô 
 
9 Documents, the author of which in supposed to be Pope Clement I. 
10 Emile M©le, óThe Early Churches of Romeô, I960 London, Earnest Benn, p. 10. 



12 

 

 The primitive Roman house had only one storey but as cities grew more densely populated upper stories came into general 

use. Often the cenacula, or dining room, was placed on the upper floor and this may have been the room in which the Christian 

gatherings took place and to which reference is made in contemporary accounts. It is important to remember that these rooms 

were not specially built to accommodate the gatherings of Christians but were adapted to the purpose. The traceable remains of 

Roman houses at both Pompeii and Rome show them to have arranged on the same general pattern. It would be strange if it were 

otherwise for private houses today are markedly similar to each other, showing only differences in the number of rooms and 

slight variations in arrangement depending on the means of the owner. Just as the modern house reflects modern culture and 

standards, so the plan of the Roman house would be determined by the same basic standards. 

 

 
Figure 2 Typical Roman house (Baldwin Brown) Alternative positions for the Christian gathering either the 
tablinum or oecus 
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 The house of the Faun at Pompeii and those houses shown on the fragments of the ancient Capitoline plan of Rome of 

the time of Septimus Severus show marked resemblances to each other. A typical arrangement is shown in fig. 2. The house 

contains atrium, tablinum, alae, triclinum and peristyle. Greek influence added the oecus at the rear of the house for the purpose 

of feasts and entertainment. Although the principle of Christian gatherings in the Roman house is held by most architectural  

historians, not all can agree on the rooms utilised for this purpose. The choice falls between the front of the house - the atrium, 

and the back - the peristyle and oecus. The adherents of the former theory, among them Dom Gregory Dix, the learned liturgist, 

put forward a most plausible argument. The pillared atrium, they say, 

would form the nave and the side aisles (fig. 2) and the tablinum, 

revered as the family shrine and containing the pagan hearth, was used 

as the seat of the bishop and clergy. In front of the tablinum was the 

cartibulum, or chopping block, and this formed a convenient altar. On 

important occasions the head of the pagan family sat in the tablinum 

surrounded by the heads of junior branches and the rest of the family 

stood in the atrium for family conclave. How easily they could be 

replaced by the bishop, his clergy and the Christian Congregation. 

They could use the triclinium for the Lord's feast, or agape, after the 

Liturgy had been performed. Davies, in his óOrigins of Early Christian 

Architectureô,11 raises the objection that this could not have been the 

origin of the Early Christian Basilica because the square shape of the 

tablinum and the construction of the atrium and its manner of roofing 

did not even remotely resemble the form of the earliest Christian 

basilicas of which there are certain records. He is probably quite 

correct as far as the structure is concerned but the plan does bear a 

certain similarity to that of the basilica and if this was one of the 

earliest forms of assembly it is significant that the Sanctuary is for the 

first time, placed in a space apart from the people. Thus emphasis is 

placed, perhaps unwittingly, on the bishop as teacher and 

representative of God, not on the altar itself, Baldwin Brown favours 

the rear portions of the house as the place of Early Christian 

                                                 
11 J G Davies, óThe Origin and Development of Early Christian Architectureô, 1952, London, SCM Press Ltd., p.19. 

Figure 3 House church at Dura Europos 
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gatherings. 12 He asserts that they must have gathered, in the peristyle or oeccus of the Roman house. It is quite possible that the 

early Christian did not adhere to one particular arrangement at first but chose the one 

which was most suitable having regard to the size of the group and the possibility of 

intruders, the rear of the house, sheltered by the garden, was certainly more private than 

the atrium, which opened off the street. An example still exists, at Dura Europos, of a 

house turned over completely to the Church from the beginning of the third century (fig. 

3). It was discovered in 1923 by the eminent antiquaries Cumont and Rostovtzeff.13 No 

attempt had been made to separate the clergy and the people. The platform, thought by 

Davies to have been for the altar, is more likely to have been used for the bishopôs throne, 

for in those days the Liturgy was invariably celebrated by the celebrant facing the people, 

which could not have been the case had the altar been in the position suggested by 

Davies. A door at back of the Sanctuary leads to a room which was probably used as a 

sacristy. It is known that other houses were turned over for the use of the Church. 

Gregory of Tours14 records how one Leocardius gave his house to be a church at Bourges 

in the middle of the third century. 

Scholae 

 

It is reasonable to suppose that as time went on the increase in the number of Christians 

rendered the accommodation offered by private houses inadequate, and the theory has 

been presented that some of the scholae (fig. 4), which still exist in Pompeii, and which 

are known to have existed at Rome, may have been used for the purpose of Christian 

assembly.15   

 It is known that scholae were used for gatherings of Roman guilds and societies in much the same way as clubs and halls 

are used today. The Christian communities of the first century were regarded as a section of society similar in function to a guild, 

and therefore, to a large extent tolerated. None of the existing scholae can be said, with certainty, to have been used by Christians 

                                                 
12 G Baldwin Brown, óFrom Schola to Cathedralô, 1886, Edinburgh, David Douglas, p.39. 
13 F Cumont, óFouilles de Doura-Europosô, 1922-23, Paris. 
14 Bishop of Tours from 573 to his death in 594. Formerly called Georgius Florentius. 
15 Brown, óFrom Schola to Cathedralô, p.40. 

Figure 4 Scolae at Pompeii 
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but it is possible that they, or buildings like them, were converted or, specifically erected, for the purpose. The apse, which almost 

always occurred at one end of the schola, was no doubt originally used by the chief functionaries of the guilds and would have 

provided, if used by the Christians, an ideal place for the bishop and his attendants. 

 The question remains an open one, but the existence of the semi-circular apse in secular architecture surely would have 

suggested itself as an ideal form for the Christian sanctuary, playing a major part in its adoption for ecclesiastical purposes at a 

later date. 

 

Cellae 

 

Another derivative of the semi-circular Sanctuary might have been the cellae found near or in conjunction with Early Christian  

 

cemeteries. Like the pagan cellae, each one consisted of a simple building, 

semi-circular or trefoiled on plan (fig. 5) and completely open on one side. 

Cemeteries were held sacred by the Romans and Christians were normally 

allowed to bury their dead without trouble. The pagan cellae sheltered an 

image of the deceased person, becoming a shrine before which a merry feast 

was held on the anniversary of the death or birth of the dead person. 

Christian cellae were generally erected over the tombs of martyrs and 

the Christians continued the Roman custom of holding a feast; using the 

opportunity to feed the poor and discuss religious doctrine. It is possible that 

the Mass was celebrated in these cellae before the meal, but It is unlikely that 

the weekly Eucharist was celebrated in such places. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 Cella in cemetery of S 

Callisto, Rome 
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Chapels 

 

The underground chapels in the catacombs had an affinity with the cellae, 

in that the Eucharist was celebrated in these chapels only on the 

anniversaries of the martyrs. The noted authorities, Professors Hertling 

and Kirschbaum, deny that regular services were held in the catacombs; 

even during times of severe persecution.16 Examples of catacomb 

chapels, which can be assumed to have been used for the Liturgy, are rare. 

The small square chambers (fig. 6) containing four or five loculi (recesses 

for bodies) are now thought to have been nothing more than funeral 

chambers constructed perhaps in honour of a martyr or merely to provide 

additional apace when the catacomb corridors became crowded. The 

presence of an arcosolium17  covered tomb in some of these chambers has 

led various authorities to think that they were used as altars, but generally 

the tombs were too high to permit such an arrangement. The fact that 

some of these chambers have since been turned into chapels is merely a 

result of the piety of the Counter Reformation Period and in no way, 

suggests the continuation of an ancient tradition.  

 Some of the larger chambers, however, exhibit definite evidence of 

use as chapels, the bishopôs throne and presbyteral seats being cut out of 

the rock. Such a chamber is the chapel of S Agnese in the catacomb of 

the same name in Rome (fig. 7); discovered by Marchi and dated by him 

in the third century. The floor is level throughout. The Sanctuary is 

square and the bishopôs throne is in the centre of the last wall. A poor 

arrangement of seats results because of the awkward corner junctions, 

quite unsuitable as places for sitting. It must be assumed that the altar 

                                                 
16 Hertling, L and E Kirschbaum, óThe Roman Catacombsô, 1960, London, Darton Longman & Todd p. 6. 
17 Arched recess. 

Figure 6 Funeral chamber in Catacomb S 

Agnese Fuore-le-Mura, Rome 

Figure 7 Underground chapel of S Agnese, 

Rome 



17 

 

was a portable wooden one for it has long since perished. The limit of the Sanctuary is emphasised by two pilasters. Another 

example very similar in form is to be seen in the Coemeterium Maius (fig. 8) constructed about 250. 

 Nikolaus Pevsner, in his óOutline of European Architectureô,18 puts forward the 

interesting theory that the subterranean building In Rome known as the óBasilica of Porta 

Maggioreô (fig. 9) constructed in the first century, might be the forerunner of the Christian 

Basilica. It is true that, with its apse, it does closely resemble an Early Christian basilica 

of the fourth century, though it is rather small - being only about forty feet in length. It 

seems unlikely, however, that this solitary example can have been anything but a 

contributory factor to the adoption of a semi-circular Sanctuary plan. 

 

Summary 

 

It is reasonably safe to assume that for some part of the first three centuries Christians 

gathered for the celebration of their Liturgy in private houses. Originally it is doubtful 

whether there would be any distinction given to the Sanctuary or whether indeed there 

was any advantage to be gained by so doing. The numbers of Christians in each 

community were at first quite small. The bishop and his clergy would face them across 

the table on which the Liturgy was being performed; the whole room being the Sanctuary. 

As far as is known this arrangement obtained throughout the whole Christian world. At 

some time during the first centuries the numbers of Chritians grew so large that a 

separation occurred between the bishop and his presbyters and the rest of the gathering. 

In those troubled times the Christians naturally held their Ecclesia where they could. If they were the guests in a large mansion 

they might do as Don Gregory Dix suggests, and seat the bishop and presbyters in the tablinum and the rest in the atrium, or they 

might gather in a large hall in the house with the bishop and presbyters at one end and the Faithful in the remainder of the hall. 

The scholae, and the cellae of the cemeteries, would provide further opportunities for defining the Sanctuary and what would 

feel more natural than that, when they built their first churches, they continued to emphasise the separation of clergy and laity, 

                                                 
18 Nikolaus Pevsner, óAn Outline of European Architectureô, 1954, London, Penguin Pelican. p. 30. 

Figure 8 Chapel in 
Coemeterium Maius, 
Rome 
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of Sanctuary and nave, using forms  with which they were familiar? The private basilicas in the palaces of princes, such as the 

one in Domitianôs Palace on the Palatine Hill, in Rome (fig. 10) and the secular basilicas for commerce with their separate apse 

for the judges and lawyers must have served as examples for this separation. 

 

There is little doubt about the suitability of the semi-circular Sanctuary as opposed to the square 

Sanctuary. The two types are shown in figs. 12 and 11 respectively. The square treatment presents the 

practical difficulty of arranging the seats of the presbyters, it also poses a subtler problem - the position 

of the altar. 

 Although the square Sanctuary gave prominence to the bishop and his presbyters the altar was apt 

to be overlooked. It was placed in front of the bishop and was simply a table. It is thought by Toynbee 

and Perkins19 that it was a wooden table which could be moved away after the Liturgy was finished. It 

was perfectly natural to emphasise the bishop at first, as Jungmann suggests,20 but as reverence for the 

altar as the sacred table of the Liturgy increased, the problem arose of how to give it prominence. It is 

suggested that this is a very large contributory influence in the adoption of the semi-circular apse for 

general use in the fourth century. If the apse were adopted a number of problems would be solved.  

The bishop could be raised up on his throne on a step or two, against the back of the apse facing the 

congregation. His presbyters could sit on either side, and If their seats were placed against the wall they 

would automatically be facing the focus of the semi-circle, which was the ideal place for the altar. It is not 

suggested that this was all thought out within a few days and adopted immediately, but simply that the 

experience of varying situations must have impressed itself on the minds of the Early Christians, causing 

a gradual realisation of the best arrangement and shape for the Sanctuary area. When the Edict of Milan 

was declared by Constantine in 313 and. churches began to be built in large numbers there was no necessity 

to experiment for the form had been found already during three centuries of trial and error. 

 

 

 

                                                 
19 Toynbee, J M C and J B Ward-Perkins, óThe Shrine of St Peter and the Vatican Excavationsô, 1952, London, Longmans, Green & Co. p. 64. 
20 Jungmann, óThe Early Liturgyô, p.11. 

Figure 9 
Underground 
basilica of Porta 
Maggiore, Rome 

Figure 10 Private 
basilica in the 
palace of 

Domitian, Rome 
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Figure 11 Square Sanctuary 

 
Figure 12 Semi-circular Sanctuary 
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Furnishings 

 

Bishopôs thrones 

 

The principal item of furnishing in the Sanctuary was the bishopôs 

throne.21 The thrones of the period were of two types: wooden 

domestic chairs, and stone seats. There are in existence, several high-

backed armchairs such as were in common use in the better class 

dwelling houses by the heads of families (fig. 13). They were made 

use of by the bishops as the need arose. Examples in timber are in S 

Pietro, in Rome, S Marco and S Pietro-a-Castelli in Venice.  The last 

named in rather elaborate and may well have been specially 

constructed as a bishop's throne. It is said to have been used by St 

Peter. Examples of the second type are to be found cut into the rock 

in the catacomb chapels of Rome (fig. 8) and Naples. These were 

generally very simple affairs, with low back and arm supports, little 

attempt made at decoration. 

 

Altars  

 

The Hebrew word usually translated óaltarô literally means óa place 

for sacrificeô. The term was usually avoided by Christians of the first 

four centuries because of its association with the pagan altar of sacrifice.22 It is doubtful whether the altar is referred to by name 

in the Bible but there are some grounds for supposing that the altar was specifically mentioned in some passages.23 

                                                 
21 Also known as cathedra, sedes, or episcopi 
22 Van Der Meer, F. and Christine Mohrman, óAtlas of the Early Christian Worldô, 1958, London, Nelson, p.139. 
23 Holy Bible 1609, Mt. 23 and 2: óIf therefor thou offer thy gift at the altar, and there thou remember that thy brother hath anything against thee; leave 

there thy offering before the altar and go first to be reconciled to thy brother; and then coming thy shalt offer thy gift.ô 

Figure 13 Roman 
armchair Second century 

AD 

Figure 14 Mosaic 
illustration of altar: S 

Appollinare in Classe 
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 The word óaltarô is synonymous with the terms óMensa Domineô - óGodôs Boardô, or óHoly Tableô. Ancient writers appear 

to have used all terms indifferently. Mede thinks that the word óaltarô was used for the first two centuries, and that the word 

ótableô is not to be found in the works of any author of those ages.24 The altar was known as óChristôs Boardô in the English 

vernacular. Aelfric, in his celebrated Paschal Homily written in the twelfth century, speaks of óChristôs Boardô: 

 

 óhat holle bord bugen that bred brukenô. 

(go to the holy board and partake of the bread). 

 

and further on: 

 

óhanne muge we bicumeliche to godes bord bugen, this bode wurdliche brukenô. 

(then may we go meekly to Godôs Board, and worthily partake of His Body). 

 

It will be seen that there were five chief Influences on the development of the Christian Altar; five 

factors which occur time and time again and are not confined to any particular century. 

 The most important influence was the association of the altar with the relics of saints and martyrs. 

This proved to be the main factor in determining the shape, size and position of the altar throughout 

its history. Closely allied with this was the popular piety and simple devotion of the majority of 

Christians, which led them to treat the altar with special respect but which, later, led to all the abuses 

of more recent years. The third influence was the material of which the altar was made; most 

important, the change from wood to stone which as gradually as the change itself, converted the 

Early Christian idea of the Liturgy as a meal into the modern conception of the Mass as a sacrifice. 

Probably this was due to the association of the stone Christian altar with the pagan altar of sacrifice, 

this notion, in turn, becoming a factor in the development of the altar. The final influence was the failure, especially during the 

period from the Middle Ages to the end of the nineteenth century, of architects and clergy to follow the official rulings of the 

                                                 
Hebrews Xiii.l0: óWe have an altar whereof they have no power to eat who serve the tabernacleô. 
24 Cited in Bingham, óChristian Antiquitiesô, BK. VIII, C.Vi, s.12. 

 

Figure 15 Mosaic 
illustration of altar: S 

Vitale, Ravenna 
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Church. It led to the obscuration of the altar and finally, in the words of Comper, to the altar becoming: óé not a table but a 

sideboardô.25 

 

The first altar was the table of the Last Supper. Presumably it was a dining table, and 

tradition has it that it was made of wood. It is usually shown as such in pictures. 

Therefore, when the Apostles and their Disciples celebrated the Eucharistic 

Mysteries themselves, It was natural to use an ordinary wooden dining table. It is 

important to remember that the emphasis in the early days of the Church was on the 

Liturgy as a meal, with the breaking of bread as the climax, not on the sacrificial 

aspect. The change of emphasis came later. This, then, was the earliest form of altar 

quite simple and uncomplicated - a dining table. 

Another factor controlled the shape and size of the altar in the early centuries; this 

was the almost constant threat of persecution. The altar had to be capable of being 

easily dismantled or camouflaged in case the house in which the Liturgy was being 

celebrated was raided by the Roman authorities. During all the first three centuries 

the Church was liable to intermittent persecution. Mgr Philip Hughes sums it up: 

 

óThe Roman Emperor, supreme autocrat of the whole Roman life, legislator, judge, commander-in-chief and supreme 

pontiff, embodied in his person the whole power of the State é for the Roman, the Christian stood out as a dangerous 

eccentric. His religion was not a part of his nationality, understood as such, no more than such, and able to be allowed 

for as such, as the religious prejudices of the Jews were allowed forô.26 

 

The Christian was an ordinary citizen who professed a belief that he declared was incompatible with any other cult. To the State 

he was godless, an atheist, and in a culture and civilisation whose bases were religious, he was necessarily dangerous. The bishops 

of the Church did not take kindly to the idea of the table, hallowed by the Liturgy performed upon it, being open to the constant 

                                                 
25 J N Comper, óOf the Christian Altarô, 1950, London, SPCK, p. 56. 
26 Hughes, óA Popular History of the Catholic Churchô, p.18. 

 

Figure 16 Mosaic illustration of 

altar: S Maria Maggiore, Rome 


