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The Portable Altar in Christian 
Tradition and Practice 

 

Crispin Paine 
 
 
FOREWORD 

 
One of the striking characteristics of Late Antique and 
early Christian thinking is the way in which objects were 
set in motion from the mundane to the sacred. Objects 
became sacred in a wide variety of ways, and an 
important theme of the early Christian centuries was the 
effort the ecclesiastical authorities made to control those 
ways, and to retain control over all those objects, places 
and people that public opinion recognised as sacred. 
 
A class of object that illustrates most strikingly this 
aspect of ‘the object in motion’ is the portable altar. 
Portable altars are found in almost all the ancient 
Christian traditions, and have everywhere been seen as 
sacred, in some traditions intensely so. They gain their 
sanctity from their consecration by the bishop, but also 
from their function as altars, from their materials, from 
their inscriptions and iconography, and from their 
incorporation of relics. This sanctity has also made 
portable altars the focus of intense struggles for control, 
and given them a place alongside relics in the trading and 
gift-exchange economy of medieval Christianity. 
 
Thus portable altars, at first sight an obscure byway of 
ecclesiological antiquarianism, highlight many of the 
issues raised by the concept of motion from the mundane 
to the sacred, as well as being themselves objects in 
geographical motion in the early middle ages. This study 
examines what that sanctity means, how they are and  
have been used, how their form and decoration declare or 
determine their meaning, how they are contested in 
political struggle or deployed in personal or hierarchical 
assertion, how they are active players in the lives of 
widely differing societies. My aim is to answer two key 
questions: how do portable altars become holy, and what 
are the implications of that sanctity? 
 
This seems to be the first investigation of portable altars 
in all the ancient Christian traditions. Braun (1924), 
Welch (1951), Izzo (1975) and Budde (1998) are the 
principal studies, but none are easy to find. I have tried 
here to bring together as many of the widely-scattered 
references as I can – art-historical, archaeological, 
anthropological, historical and simply antiquarian, plus 
the rather fewer studies from a theological perspective. 
 
I am deeply indebted to all the authors listed in the 
references, and to the librarians or webmasters who house  
 
 

 
 
their works, but also in particular to Paul Bradshaw, 
Sebastian Brock, Ani Colville, John Cherry, John Cleary, 
Michael Doyle, David Goa, Amir Harrar, Niall McKeith, 
John and Marlene Mitchell, David Morgan, Brent Plate, 
Gregory Tillett, Sten Tosch, Maria Vretemark, and 
Oksana Yurchysyn-Smith. 
 
Crispin Paine 
Liss, Hants, UK 
April 2010 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
The Altar and the Sacred Place 

 
From at least as early as the fourth century the Christian 
church has used altars for the celebration of Mass. The 
altar represented simultaneously a table, as that on which 
Christ and his disciples ate their Last Supper, an altar, on 
which was celebrated the ‘bloodless sacrifice’ which had 
replaced the bloody sacrifice of the pagans, and the tomb 
of Christ or of a martyr. 
 
The altar, and the church that contained it, was seen as a 
sacred place. It could become sacred because it was the 
site of a martyr’s tomb or place of death, because the 
Mass was celebrated there, or because it was consecrated 
by a bishop. 
 
As early as the year 500 there is evidence that it was 
customary in some places for the bishop to anoint the top 
of the altar with holy oil (chrism). This rite seems to have  
been based on the use of holy oil as part of baptism. 
 

 
FIGURE 1. A modern altar is consecrated. The Archbishop of 

Canterbury, assisted by the Bishop of Aosta, consecrates a new  
altar in Canterbury Cathedral by pouring on holy oil, 2006.  

(Photo: Canterbury Cathedral). 
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The altar is thus set apart from the mundane for the 
service of God, just as the convert is at baptism, the priest 
at ordination and the king at his coronation,1 by what 
David Morgan (pers. com) has called a process of 
Christian alchemy. Inevitably though, the rule that Mass 
can only be celebrated on an altar so consecrated must 
create practical problems. It was to solve some of these 
that the portable altar was invented.  
 
The Portable Altar in the Catholic West 

 
A portable altar2 is a wooden or stone tablet, or a cloth, 
consecrated with holy oil by a bishop, on which Mass is 
celebrated. It is required in most of the older Christian 
traditions when no permanent consecrated altar is 
available, though in recent centuries it has often been 
used in addition to a permanent altar. 
 
Before the changes inaugurated by the 1962-65 Second 
Vatican Council, a Roman Catholic Mass could only 
lawfully be celebrated on an altar, properly consecrated 
by a bishop. This had to contain, in a sealed cavity, the 
relics of two saints, and its top – the mensa – had to be of 
a single piece of natural stone. (Often this was in fact not 
the whole altar-top, but an ‘altar-stone’ inserted into a 
wooden base). To celebrate Mass anywhere other than in 
a church containing such an altar, a priest required a 
portable altar. 
 
In the Catholic West, a portable altar is a small (usually 
around 300 X 200 X 30mm) tablet, of wood or (since the 
early Middle Ages exclusively) of stone set in a wooden 
frame.3 Sometimes, though, it can be considerably larger, 
incorporating relics and becoming more like a small 
shrine, decorated with much goldsmith’s work. These 
have attracted much attention from art historians: Peter 
Lasko’s Ars Sacra is an excellent introduction, but the 
most comprehensive study of Western medieval portable 
altars is that of Michael Budde (1998). Budde describes, 
illustrates and analyses 150 portable altars dating from 
600 to 1600. His analysis shows that while his first type, 
the table-form altar, was found throughout his period, his 
box-form and altar-form (those with recessed sides) were 
limited to 1000-1100 and 1050-1200 respectively.  
 
The upper surface is usually inscribed with five crosses, 
which represent the five spots marked with oil when it is 
consecrated by the bishop. In the Roman Catholic Church 

                                                           
1 The British monarch is still anointed with holy oil during the 
coronation service. 
2 Portable altars are still sometimes known as ‘superaltars’, as they were 
in medieval England. Confusingly, the term ‘portable altar’ is also 
sometimes used for portable altarpieces - small painted triptychs - and 
for collapsible Baroque altars intended for domestic or church festival 
use. The latter were the subject of a splendid recent exhibition in Malta 
(Azzopardi 2000). A variety of Latin terms for portable altars is given 
by Perrin, n.d. 
3 In Scandinavia portable altars are sometimes very much smaller, in 
fact often little more than fragments of porphyry or serpentine set in a 
wooden base (Tesch 2007). A Greek porphyrite stone recently found on 
a man’s chest in an eleventh century cemetery at Varnhem, western 
Sweden, is only 52.6 X 33.7 X 10.7mm. 
www.vastergotlandsmuseum.se/kulturvast_templates/kultur_articlepage
.aspx?id=8704&Menu=true. Accessed October 2007. 

the use of portable altars has long been governed by strict 
rules. Portable altars are used in the Old Catholic Church, 
and very occasionally in the Anglican Church, but not at 
all in the Protestant churches.4 
 
The Antimension in the Eastern Orthodox Churches 

 
In the Orthodox Churches the portable altar is normally 
made of cloth, and is known in Greek as an antimension, 
and in Old Slavonic as an antimens, supposedly from the 
Greek anti ‘instead of’ and the Latin mensa ‘table’. 
Usually around 500 X 400mm, it is painted or printed 
with holy pictures. There is space for the signature of the 
consecrating bishop, and on the back is sewn a little 
pocket containing a relic. 
 
 

 
FIGURE 2. Antimension in use in the church of St Herman of Alaska, 
Edmonton, Alberta, Canada. The antimension is brought to the altar, 

wrapped in the silk iliton, in a decorated folder.  
(Photos: Reiner Loewan, through the kindness of the church and of 

Prof. David Goa of the University of Alberta). 

 
Normally kept folded on the altar, it is uncovered and 
opened during the Holy Liturgy, and the chalice and 
discos are placed on it. The Holy Liturgy cannot be 
celebrated without it. 
 

                                                           
4 In England, their use was abolished during the Reformation. An order 
of the Privy Council, dated November 24, 1550 to take down altars, 
stated: ‘Thirdly, the popish opinion of mass was that it might not be 
celebrated but upon an altar or at the least upon a superaltar to supply 
the fault of the altar, which must have had his prints and characters, or 
else it was thought that the thing was not lawfully done. But this 
superstitious opinion is more holden in the minds of the simple and 
ignorant by the form of an altar than of a table; wherefore it is more 
meet for the abolishment of this superstitious opinion to have the Lord’s 
board after the form of a table than of an altar.’ 
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FIGURE 3. The antimension is slowly opened. 

 

 
FIGURE 4. As the antimension is opened, the name of the consecrating 

bishop, written in ink on the back, is revealed:  
‘The Unworthy Seraphim, Bishop of Ottawa’. 

  
 

 
FIGURE 5. Antimension one-third open, with the inscription at the bottom 
showing: ‘The blessing of Holy Synod of the Autocephalous Orthodox 

Church in America consecrated by the Unworthy Seraphim, Bishop  
of Ottawa and Canada in 2002 of the Incarnation of the Son of God,  

the month of May the 11th day. Given for the celebration of the  
Divine sacrifice in the Church of Saint Herman of Alaska,  

Edmonton, Alberta’. When it is opened to this position prayers  
of blessing are said for the hierarchs of the Church and the cloth is 

kissed by the celebrant. Note the reliquary pocket with the  
inscription ‘By Grace of God’. The relic sewn into this pocket is of  

Saint Herman of Alaska, to whom the church is dedicated. 

 
FIGURE 6. Antimension fully opened at the Prayers for  
the Catechumens. The bread and wine are placed on it  

following the Great Entrance, and are consecrated.  
 
 

 
FIGURE 7. Note in the corner the sponge that is also  

wrapped within the folded antimension and used during  
the preparation of the gifts on the Holy Table. The central image  

shows the burial of Christ surrounded by the women, including his 
mother and Mary of Magdalene and the other Marys.  

The Gospel writers are in each corner of the cloth; Saints Basil the 
Great and John Chrysostom are also shown. 

 

 
‘…in the Byzantine rite, the antimension is not 
only a substitute for an altar, it is…a symbol of 
apostolic continuity and communion with the 
Church Universal. Where the antimension is 
present the place is formed into a temple for the 
true worship of God, in communion with the 
saints whose relics are therein enclosed, and in 
communion with the rightful hierarchy and 
successors of the Apostles, through whose 
representative the antimension was consecrated 
and consigned to the priest…’5 

                                                           
5 Izzo 1975, 3. Izzo’s study is invaluable, despite a preoccupation with 
the minutiae of canon law and a Uniat perspective. Unfortunately there 
seem to be no accessible copies in the UK - mine was acquired by inter-
library loan from Florence. It deserves reprinting. 
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The Portable Altar in the Oriental Orthodox and Other Eastern 

Churches 

 
Only some of the other eastern Churches use the portable 
altar; the Assyrian Church of the East, for example, does 
not, and nor do the Maronites, while the Armenians do if 
no consecrated altar is available: they simply call it a 
vem, a stone. 
 
The tablitho of the Syriac Orthodox Church is a stone or 
wooden tablet placed in the centre of the altar, and 
covered with seven layers of silk.6 It is normally some 
400 X 200mm, and bears a dedication in cross-form 
across its surface. On the tablitho are spread red, green 
and white silk coverings, red representing the 
Omnipresence of God throughout the universe, green the 
world and white the church. Only one Qurbana (Liturgy) 
can be celebrated on one tablitho on one day.7 
 
In the Coptic Church the muqaddas is known as al-lawh 
al-muqaddas (the holy tablet), al-lawh al-khashab (the 
holy wood) or in Coptic as nagis enshe. It is a wooden 
board,8 at about 500 X 200mm rather larger than those of 
other churches, that fits into a depression in the top of the 
altar under three cloths. It is made of wood from a fruit-
bearing tree, and is inscribed with a cross in the centre, 
flanked by alpha and omega, and in the four corners 
‘Jesus Christ Son of God’.9 It is nowadays seen as 
portable, though in the nineteenth century it was 
apparently regarded as a permanent part of the altar.10 
 
The only evidence for early use of such altar boards as 
portable altars is the charming story quoted by Butler. 
When in 836 Prince George was sent by his father King 
Zacharias IIIrd of Makaria (now in Sudanese Nubia) to the 
Abbasid Caliph  al-Mu’tasim in Baghdad to renegotiate 
the tribute, he returned via Cairo. There he paid a visit to 
the Patriarch Joseph, who as a very special favour gave 
him a portable altar board. ‘Tradition says that such a 
thing was never known before; and the concession was 
only justified by the peculiar circumstances of the 
Nubians, who were restless nomads and dwellers in tents, 
and whose life was all fighting and foray’.11 
 
In the Ethiopian Orthodox Church the tabot has taken on 
an extraordinary significance – its fearful sanctity is 
discussed below. Because of this, little is known about 
tabotat beyond the ranks of the Ethiopian clergy, though 

                                                           
6 Brown 1982, 215. 
7 www.stgregoriosnc.org/content/view/27/33. Accessed December 
2006. 
8 In early centuries it could apparently be of stone, copper or brass 
(Basilios 1991, 144). 
9 Hadji-Burmester 1948, 382; Khs-Burmester 1967, 21; Viaud 1978, 73; 
Céres 1971, 104. 
10 Butler 1884, 25. 
11 Butler 1884, 27. He gives as his source Eusèbe Renaudot’s 1713 
Historia Patriarcharum Alexandrinorum Jacobitarum a D.Marco Usque 
ad Finem Saeculi XIII, Paris, Franciscum Fournier. Recent excavations 
have shown that Old Dongola, Makaria’s capital, was in fact a 
substantial town with some fine churches. The Armenian Abu Salih 
(1895) mentions wooden tablets on altars in Egyptian churches at the 
end of the thirteenth century. 

a few have been published.12 Most seem to be of wood, 
carved with a central cross, and sometimes with the name 
of God (by the signs of alpha, omega, beta and yevita in 
Ge’ez letters) in the corners, as well as the names of the 
Holy Trinity, Christ, St Mary, or the saints and angels to 
whom it is dedicated.13 Sometimes it also bears the name 
of the person who commissioned it. ‘Marble’ ones are 
known, however, and some are gold plated or covered 
with other precious materials.14 They vary in size, but are 
(unlike their Coptic equivalents) usually roughly square. 
Nowadays they are stored when not in use, wrapped in 
cloth, in the cupboard underneath the altar. 
 
 

 
FIGURE 8. A modern Coptic muqaddas (Photo: Fr Gregory Tillett). 

 

THE ORIGINS OF THE PORTABLE ALTAR 

Canon Law and the Portable Altar 

 
From the earliest days of the Christian church, the altar 
was the most important object of cult and attracted to 
itself powerful symbolism. The altar was the table used 
by Christ at his Last Supper with his disciples, it was the 
cross on which he sacrificed himself for the redemption 
of humankind, and it was Christ himself. St. Sixtus II 
(257-259) is said to have been the first to prescribe that 
Mass should be celebrated on an altar. 
 
A letter of about 511 from the bishops of Tours, Angers 
and Rennes to two missionary priests in Brittany forbids 
them to say Mass in local houses on consecrated tables. 
This has been claimed as evidence for the use of portable 
altars in the early sixth century, but the first unequivocal 
legal reference is in the 769 Capitulary of Charlemagne 
which enacted that no priest was to say Mass except in 
places dedicated to God unless he was on a journey, and 
then he must use a stone table consecrated by a bishop. 
This rule was repeated by Hincmar, Archbishop of Reims 
(845-882), and the Council of Mainz in 888 permitted use 
of portable altars in the sickroom, the open air or in a 
tent, when no church was available. Around 1140 Gratian 
included this rule in his Decretal, and so it became 
embedded in emerging Canon Law.15 
                                                           
12 l’Art Copte 1964; Braun 1924; Buxton 1970; Hanssens and Raes 
1951, Izzo 1975 plates 15, 16. 
13 Chaillot 2002, 102. 
14 Bantalem 2005, 74. 
15 Welsh 1951. 
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The Argument for Portable Altars from Earliest Times 

 
The origins of the portable altar are controversial. The 
first scholar to study the topic, Giovanni Gattico in the 
mid-eighteenth century, argued that since there is plenty 
of evidence of Mass being said in fields, homes, prisons 
and so on in the early days of the church, portable altars 
must have been in use from the beginning. He pointed to 
a tradition that the wooden altar fragments in the church 
of St Praxedes in Rome were the remains of an altar used 
by St Peter16 and claimed that St Denis of Paris (d. c. 
250) used one in prison. The church of S. Maria in 
Campitelli in Rome claims the wooden portable altar of 
St Gregory of Nazianzus (c. 328-389). 
 
Rather more persuasive of early use is the reference by 
the late sixth century Bishop Constantine of Assiut, 
Egypt, to a possible portable altar belonging to a village 
church, discovered by thieves in St Claud’s baggage. The 
canons attributed to St Clement, but perhaps of the sixth 
century, refer to churches having one fixed and one 
moveable altar. Korolevskij17 argues that portable altars 
originated in sixth century Syria, where the Jacobites and 
Monophysites were being persecuted. 
 
The lives of early saints sometimes mention their portable 
altars, but these were normally written, of course, some 
centuries later. The ‘Tripartite Life’ of St Patrick, written 
about 895 from older sources, tells how, in order to 
provide space for a leper for whom there was no room on 
the boat, the saint threw his stone portable altar into the 
sea. It floated around the boat, with the leper on it, until 
they reached Ireland.18 Patrick’s colleague Saint Carantoc 
lost his as he crossed the Severn estuary. It was washed 
up on the Somerset coast near Carhampton. Carantoc 
went to King Arthur to ask his help in recovering his 
altar, and the King asked him in return to tame a dragon 
that was troubling the neighbourhood. He did, of 
course.19  
 
Portable Altars of the Seventh and Eighth Centuries 

 
Despite such claims, the argument for an early origin of 
the portable altar really relies on probability. The rival 
theory is that it originated in the missionary world of the 
seventh century, and it is indeed from the seventh and 
eighth centuries that the earliest reliable references and 
the earliest actual objects survive.  
 
The oldest portable altar now known was found lying on 
the chest of St Cuthbert, when his coffin in Durham 
Cathedral was opened in 1827; it is now on display in the 
cathedral treasury. It comprises a small seventh century 
oak tablet, 134 X 120 X 6mm, inscribed with five crosses 
                                                           
16 Gattico 1746, quoted in Welsh 1951. 
17 Quoted in Izzo 1975, 28. 
18 Stokes 1887 2, 447. 
19 Wade-Evans 1944. (British Museum Cotton MS Vespasian  A xiv). 
Available at http://jrider.web.wesleyan.edu/wescourses/2001f/fren234/ 
01/lifeofstcarannogenglish.htm. Accessed September 2006. Arthur had 
tried to turn the altar into a table – which suggests that the legend’s 
twelfth century author was not familiar with wooden portable altars. 

and + In honour of St Peter. In the mid-eighth century20 
this oak tablet was encased in silver, the casing embossed 
with an image – perhaps of St Peter – on one side. The 
other side may perhaps have been left with a round 
window; the Celtic-style cross in a central medallion now 
covering it has been ascribed to the late eighth/early ninth 
century.21 
 
 

 
FIGURE 9. St Cuthbert’s portable altar,  

probably of c. 660 - the oldest portable altar known.  
(Drawing by S. M. Waterhouse from Radford 1956, 328). 

 
 
Equally well dated, and almost as early, are three portable 
altars found at the other end of Christendom, at Takrit in 
Iraq. An early Christian site called al-Chenisa, outside the 
city on the east side of the Tigris, was excavated in the 
1990s by the Iraqi Department of Antiquities. They were 
found near the altar of the church, and have been 
published by Amir Harrak (2001). They bear inscriptions 
dating them to 709-10, 774-5, and 887-903. These are all 
of marble, and the earliest seems the most sophisticated, 
with a top with a raised border and incised central cross, 
and an inscription on the underside. The size of these 
tablitho is not reported.  
 
A wooden altar was found in the tomb of St Acca, Bishop 
of Hexham (died 740) when he was translated in the mid-
eleventh century. It does not survive. Other 
seventh/eighth century examples include one mentioned 
by Bede: the Hewalds, companions of Willibrord 
martyred in 690 in Frisia, had with them ‘a consecrated 
table for an altar’.22 Willibrord’s own portable altar is 
allegedly preserved in the church of St. Mary ad Martyres 

                                                           
20 Coatsworth 1989. 
21 Raleigh Radford (1956) suggested that the tablet was made for 
Cuthbert at Melrose when he was ordained priest in 651 and began his 
missionary work in the district, and that it was enshrined in silver at the 
time of his Translation into a new shrine in 698, and the silverwork 
repaired when the community was established at Chester-le-Street, 
having fled Lindisfarne in 875. However, Elizabeth Coatsworth’s (1989) 
discussion casts doubts on these links. 
22 Symeonis Monachi Dunelmensis Histori Regum, s.a.740, Rolls Series, 
lxxv, ii. 33, quoted by Radford 1956, 329. 
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at Trier.23 Finally for early western examples, Charles 
Thomas24 suggests a late seventh or early eighth century 
date for an altar stone dredged up near Wick, though he 
gives no reasons. 
 

 
FIGURE 10. Tablitho of 709-10  

from Takrit – the second oldest portable altar known.  
(Drawn from Harrak 2001, 34). 

 
 
It has been suggested that antimensia came into use in the 
eighth century during the Iconoclastic controversy to 
allow non-Iconoclast priests to celebrate the Liturgy 
without having to use churches profaned by heretics, 
perhaps originating in the cloth used to dry a permanent 
altar after its consecration with holy oil.25 But the earliest 
mentions of an antimension in Byzantine sources are by 
St Theophanes the Confessor (died c. 817) in his 
description of the coronation of the heir of Leo IV, and 
by St Nicephorus, Patriarch of Constantinople 806-815.26 
The oldest surviving one is in the Hermitage Museum 
and dates from 1148-9.27 In the Coptic church it has been 
suggested that the muqaddas originated from the need 
quickly to conceal sacred things from the Muslim 
invader.28 
 
The Merging of Portable and Permanent: The Portable Altar 

and the Altar Stone 

 
The first Church Council to require that a consecrated 
altar should be of stone was the provincial council of 
Epeaune (Pamiers), France, in 517. It took another six 
hundred years for the requirement to be firmly imposed, 
but by the eleventh century the practical difficulties of 
providing a full-sized stone mensa led to the use of a 
small stone tablet set into a wooden table-top. These were 

                                                           
23 http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/Alcuin-willbrord.html. 
Accessed July 2006. 
24 Thomas 1971, 194. 
25 Izzo 1975, 62, 69. 
26 Izzo 1975, 106. 
27 Yurchysyn-Smith 2004, 99, 101. 
28 Ex inf. Fr Gregory Tillett. 

identical to a basic portable altar.29 From the sixteenth 
century these altar stones were common; they included a 
small plug concealing a tiny relic. 
 
 

 
FIGURE 11. A modern Roman Catholic altar stone, let into a wooden 

altar. Marble, with five inscribed crosses and a small circular  
plug concealing relics. it is normally hidden by the altar cloth.  
(Photo: The Author, by kind permission of St Agnes’s Church,  

Liss, Hampshire). 
 
 
Portable altars have continued, however, to be regularly 
used in missionary and military contexts until the present 
day. The first known bishop of Uppsala mentioned 
‘portable altar-stones for Mass in locations other than a 
consecrated church’ in his 1157 will. They were clearly 
commonly used by Catholic priests in the Americas in the 
early days of European settlement. The missionary to 
Texas, Alonso de León, in 1689 found a Native American 
group revering one obtained a generation or more 
earlier.30 The portable altar used for the first Roman 
Catholic Mass in Australia, in 1788, survives in 
Melbourne. 
 
In the Eastern churches there was a similar coming 
together of portable and permanent altars. In the 
Orthodox churches the antimension was probably 
generally found on every altar from the fifteenth century, 
whether that altar was itself permanent and consecrated 
                                                           
29 Altar stones found in an archaeological context seem generally to be 
called ‘portable altars’ by their excavators, and sometimes perhaps they 
were. Many others, however, must have been firmly fixed in a 
permanent altar. For example, a very crude sandstone altar stone was 
found during a 1999 excavation in the early medieval church on Papa 
Stronsay in the Orkney Islands (Papa Stronsay means Priest Island in 
Old Norse, and this appears to have been the northernmost of all early 
Christian monasteries). The context of the altar stone itself is tentatively 
dated by the excavator to the eighth/ninth centuries – a probable church 
lying beneath the eleventh century church. It is made from a slab of 
yellow sandstone with chamfered edge and measures approximately 280 
x 280mm. Now broken in pieces, about 2/3 of the whole survives, 
including - at least in part - four of the incised crosses; each cross design 
is set between four small perforations which are joined by a shallow 
incised circle. The excavator supposes that below the central cross 
would have been a small sealed cavity or sepulchre containing relics, 
though it seems more likely that if the altar did contain a relic, it was in 
a small cavity underneath the altar stone. www.stronsay.co.uk/ 
archaeology/1999/days/day19.htm. Accessed December 2006. 
30 http://www.tamu.edu/ccbn/dewitt/alarconex.htm. Accessed 
September 2006. 
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or not; a decree of the Council of Moscow in 1675 made 
it obligatory.31 In the Coptic and Syriac churches the 
same thing happened with the muqaddas and tablitho. 
 
THE PORTABLE ALTAR AS A CONTESTED PLACE 
 
Like so many ‘sacred places’, portable altars have at 
times been the focus of intense struggle. In the medieval 
West the story of the portable altar is in part the story of a 
four-way struggle over their use between Pope, bishops, 
priests and powerful laymen. 
 
Papal ‘Privilege’ 

 
For the Pope, the use of the portable altar was a valuable 
privilege he could grant to high dignitaries and as a 
reward for services. The granting of this privilege, 
noticeable even before the end of the eleventh century, 
‘has long since become the most prominent of the 
characteristics touching on the use of the portable altar’.32 
 
In 1221 Pope Honorius III granted the Dominicans the 
right to use portable altars as often as the need arose. 
Three years later this right was extended to the 
Franciscans.33 Despite episcopal opposition, Gregory IX 
(1227-1241) confirmed this, and later Popes extended the 
privilege to all monastic orders. By the time of the 
Council of Trent any priest-monk could use one 
anywhere, and though at that Council the bishops tried 
hard to rein in their use, the monastic orders soon 
regained their privilege.34 
 
The Bishop 

 
It was not just the Pope who sought to exercise his 
authority on and through the portable altar. Since earliest 
times the portable altar has been first and foremost a 
symbol of the authority of the bishop. Because he is the 
one who, by consecration, ‘creates’ the altars, and his 
priests must use them, the bishop gains at least some 
degree of control over his priests. In every tradition the 
portable altar has to be consecrated with holy oil by a 
bishop; without that, it is just a piece of wood or stone or 
cloth; with it, it is a sacred place.  
 
Clearly, however, the bishop had less control over a priest 
with a portable altar that he had over an immoveable 
church, while for a Pope the granting of the right to use 
portable altars was a way of extending his power over 
priests, over the heads of the bishops. 
 
In the Orthodox churches antimensia have had, since at 
least the seventeenth century, to be signed and dated by 
the consecrating bishop. Often he also notes the church 
for which it is intended. The antimension is powerfully a 
symbol of the bishop’s authority. Thus when in 1999 a 
Canadian monastery wanted to withdraw from the 

                                                           
31 Izzo 1975, 122. 
32 Welch 1951, 17. 
33 Bachrach 2004, 627. 
34 Welsh 1951, 46. 

Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia, it returned 
its antimension to the bishop.35 
 
Bishops also used the privilege as a gift to be bestowed. 
As the great Victorian museum curator and historian of 
liturgy Daniel Rock put it: 
 

The custom was for the bishops to consecrate a 
good number of these altar-stones at the same 
time, so that they might have them at hand ready 
for distribution through the diocese, or to bestow 
upon such of their flock among the laity whose 
wealth allowed them to keep a private chaplain, 
or whose old age, ill-health, the length and 
badness of the road to the parish church, 
warranted them to ask, and the prelate to grant, 
the leave of having Mass said at home within 
their private chapel. A like indulgence was 
sometimes too accorded in favour of guilds, the 
brethren of which, though individually poor, 
might thus have, through the services of the 
brotherhood’s priest, the same religious comfort 
in sickness as the knight or earl.36 

 
The Laity: Owners and Donors 

 
The laity – or at least the rich laity – were by no means 
the meanest participants in the struggle over portable 
altars. They had two main interests: securing private 
Masses, and making gifts. For both, portable altars could 
be the key. 
 
The move towards privacy in the later Middle Ages saw 
even minor lords give up formal dining in their great halls 
surrounded by their retainers, and retreat with the family 
to dine in private in their Great Chamber. Similarly, they 
increasingly withdrew from their parish church to attend 
Masses in their private chapel, celebrated by their private 
chaplain. 
 
If they could obtain from the papal bureaucracy a grant to 
maintain their own portable altar, the nobility and gentry 
could hear Mass wherever they were, independent of the 
parochial clergy.37 Such people regularly mentioned 
portable altars in their wills. In 1535 Lady Elizabeth 
Bassett of Fledborough left her son John a chalice, 
vestment, altar cloths and super-altar,38 while John 
Howard, Duke of Norfolk, took one with him on his 1481 
naval expedition.39 
 
Mattox (2006) has shown the role played by the portable 
altar in creating sacred space within the houses of the 

                                                           
35 http://www.malf.net/isaacnews.htm. Accessed August 2006. 
36 Rock 1905, 195. 
37 Clarke 2008. 
38 http://www.nottshistory.org.uk/articles/tts/tts1907/summer/ 
fledborough1.htm. Accessed July 2006. Marshall (1879) and Walcott 
(1879) give other references to wills and inventories. 
39 ‘In a cofer, a harneis complyte, and a bykkete, and a standart of 
meyle, and a peire of gussetes, and a folde of meyle, a salade garnessed 
with golde, x.lb dates, and v.loffes of suger. A vestment, a super altar, a 
corporas, a chalys, a mesbooke, an auter cloth.’ (Crawford 1992). 
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elite of Renaissance Florence, and the role that played in 
local politics. 
 

 
FIGURE 12. A twelfth century portable altar of porphyry, framed in 

wood, with plates of gilt copper, probably made for the Cathedral of 
Hildesheim since St Godehard, Bishop of Hildesheim appears 

prominently. Hildesheim in Lower Saxony was a crucially important 
centre of medieval ecclesiastical patronage in an area renowned 

particularly for its metalworking skill.  
(Photo and information: V&A). 

 
 
At the same time, the wealthier laity sought the prestige 
and power that came from generous donations. As early 
as the ninth century portable altars had became, on 
occasion, extremely elaborate and costly prestige objects, 
at least in northern Europe. By chance perhaps, one of the 
earliest surviving is also unique and surprising in form. 
This is the ‘Arnulf Ciborium’, now in the treasury of the 
Residenz in Munich. Elaborately worked in gold and 
decorated with jewels, it comprises a model of a 
baldachino over a high altar, here used to honour a small 
portable altar framed in gold with cloisonné enamel 
panels. Lasko argues that it was given by King Arnulf of 
Bavaria to the Abbey of St Emmeram in 893, and was 
probably commissioned by Arnulf from a goldsmith in 
Reims not many years before.40 In practice it must have 
been very difficult to say Mass on,41 which suggests that 
already by this very early date portable altars were 
sometimes for show rather than for use; expensive gifts 
made to be given.  
 

                                                           
40 Lasko 1994, 57. 
41 In 1217 the Synod of Salisbury tried to insist that portable altars be 
big enough to celebrate Mass on safely. Portable altars are generally 
rectangular, and placed lengthways before the priest (‘landscape 
format’). So it was with St Cuthbert’s, but when that relic was enshrined 
in silver, it was turned round and the short sides became bottom and top 
(‘portrait format’). That was probably because it was now a relic and 
more conveniently displayed that way. Rock (1905, 208) suggests that 
the landscape position reflects the ‘liturgical practice, which, up to the 
fifteenth century, was followed especially by the Roman use, of placing 
the chalice, not as now, behind, but on the right hand of the host...’  
However, the Anglo-Saxon portable altar of c1125, now in the Musée 
de Cluny, is portrait format, as shown by its imagery; so is the Stavelot 
portable altar of c1154. So are most (but not all) of the medieval 
portable altars illustrated by Braun (1924). Lasko (1994, pl. 304-5) 
illustrates a mid-twelfth century portable altar into which a crucifix and 
figures of St Mary and St John could be slotted. 

 
FIGURE 13. Portable altar of St Arnulf  

(Photo: Bayerische Verwaltung der staatlichen Schlösser,  
Gärten und Seen). 

 
 
Signed Portable Altars 

 
When in 1100 Henry, Bishop of Paderborn, 
commissioned a portable altar from the great craftsman 
Roger of Helmarshausen, he had him add in niello on the 
top both his picture and the inscription Bishop 
Henry...May my prayers fly up as incense in your sight, O 
Lord God. When Gertrude, wife of Count Liudolf of 
Brunswick, founded the cathedral of St Blaise there, 
among her donations was a magnificent golden portable 
altar, now in the Cleveland Museum. The altar stone on 
the top is surrounded by an inscription: In order to live 
happily in Him, Gertrude presented to Christ this stone, 
glistening with gold and precious stone.42 It seems more 
than likely that the motive here was not simply worldly 
fame, but the desire to place one’s name in the closest 
proximity to the celebration of the Mass; the same motive 
that prompted so many of the rich and powerful in the 
Middle Ages to secure burial close to the altar, or close to 
the shrine of a saint.  
 
Though not common in the Catholic West, some of the 
most elaborate portable altars do bear the names of their 
donors. So, later, do comparatively simple ones. In the 
museum at St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, are a number 

                                                           
42 Lasko 1994, 135; Stoddard 1972, 368. 
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of portable altars with inscriptions. The finest reads 
‘Patricius Russell Archiepiscopus Dublinensis...me 
consecravit...1688. Jacobus Russell Decanius 
Dubliniensis...me donavit...colonetto Joanni Wogande... 
1699’. Another, in English, reads ‘Thomas White and 
Elizabeth McMahunson, Francis pray for your 
parents...1728’.43 Perrin quotes Barbier de Montault’s 
statement that it was formerly the custom in France to 
inscribe the date and the name of the consecrator on the 
underside of altar stones.44 
 

 
FIGURE 14. The inscribed underside of a small 1728 black marble 

portable altar in the museum of St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, Ireland. 
c. 6 ins X 5 ins. It has no wooden frame. (Photo: Niall McKeith). 

 

Syriac Orthodox tablitho are inscribed “The Holy Ghost 
has hallowed this tablitho by the hands of Mar...”, and the 
year;45 this formula appears already on the Takrit tablitho 
of the eighth to ninth centuries. The equivalent Tabotat in 
Ethiopia similarly – sometimes at least – record both 
consecrating bishop and donor or owner. One of those 
published by Hanssens and Raes (1951) is inscribed 
“Trinity – Tabot of Saint George – This tabot belongs to 
King of Kings Bakaffa” (reigned 1721-1730). Orthodox 
antimensia are of course always signed, but here the 
motive is more clearly authentification than the 
promotion of the bishop or donor. 
 
LAYERS OF SANCTITY: THE SACREDNESS OF THE 

PORTABLE ALTAR 

 
Consecration 

 
Consecration or dedication through a formal rite executed 
by a bishop or priest is the classic way in which holiness 
is ascribed to the material in Christian tradition. Modern 
Roman Catholic teaching distinguishes between 
consecration and dedication.46 The former is the more 
elaborate and is carried out by the bishop with holy oil; 
                                                           
43 http://www.nuim.ie/museum/alstones.html. Accessed July 2006. 
44 Barbier de Montault 1877, vol. 1, 173, 175. 
45 Besides the eighth to ninth century ones found recently, one of 1123-4 
in the Beirut Museum was published by Mouterde in 1939. The two 
lines of its inscription form a cross across the middle of the stone. 
46 A similar distinction is made by the Orthodox churches between holy 
objects and sacred objects, and between sanctified or blessed objects 
and consecrated objects. A holy and consecrated object can 
communicate its sanctifying power by contact (Izzo 1975, 78). 

the latter is usually carried out by a priest using holy 
water. 
 

In both, the persons or things pass from a 
common, or profane, order to a new state, and 
become the subjects or the instruments of Divine 
protection... The new state to which consecration 
elevates persons or things is permanent,47 and 
the rite can never be repeated, which is not the 
case at a blessing; the graces attached to a 
consecration are more numerous and efficacious 
than those attached to a blessing; the profanation 
of a consecrated person or thing carries with it a 
new species of sin, namely sacrilege, which the 
profanation of a blessed person or thing does not 
always do. 
 

Inanimate things 
 

are not susceptible of Divine grace, but are a 
medium of its communication, since by their 
consecration they acquire a certain spiritual 
power by which they are rendered in perpetuum 
fit and suitable for Divine worship.48 

 
The consecration of churches is first found soon after the 
conversion of Constantine in 313. The historian Eusebius 
preached the sermon at the consecration of the cathedral 
at Tyre in 314, while 21 years later flocks of clergy 
attended the grand dedication of Constantine’s new 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. Down to the 
time of St Gregory the Great at the beginning of the 
seventh century the dedication of a church comprised 
simply the bishop saying Mass in it. Thereafter two 
traditions developed, the Roman adding the deposition of 
relics under the altar, and the Gallican adding the use of 
holy water and oil in blessing altar and building. The two 
merged into the standard, very elaborate, Western rite of 
the Middle Ages and later.49  
 
The earliest known rite of consecration of a portable altar 
may be that attributed to Isho’yahb III, Patriarch of 
Seleucia, Iraq, 648-660.50 The bishop anoints the tablitho 
with holy oil, saying 

 
This [altar] is marked and sanctified so that its 
life-giving mysteries are made holy beyond its 
bounds, in the praise of the name of the Lord, 
strong in host, and so that it can be carried from 
place to place and from one region to another, in 
the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy 
Ghost, for ever. 

 
However, the earliest manuscript is dated 1496, and 
Sebastian Brock (pers. com.) points out that very many 

                                                           
47 Though according to this same source, an altar loses its consecration 
if it is broken in certain ways. 
48 Catholic Encyclopedia: Consecration. http://www.newadvent.org/ 
cathen/04276a.htm. 
49 Willis 1968, 135. 
50 Raes 1951, 68. 
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Syriac rites are attributed to Isho’yahb III. (If it is genuine 
it is the earliest reference to portable altars in 
Christendom.) 
 
The modern Roman rite has five parts:51 
 
1. Hallowing with water. The bishop traces with his 

thumb five crosses on the stone with holy water, 
saying ‘May this stone be hallowed...’. Formerly the 
bishop blessed salt, ashes, and wine, and mixed them 
with holy water, to represent the human and divine 
natures of Christ and also the mortal body and the 
immortal soul of man. 

2. Deposition of relics. The bishop deposits relics along 
with three grains of incense in the ‘sepulchre’ in the 
altar-stone, and fixes its lid with cement made with 
holy water. 

3. Consecration with holy oil. The bishop traces with 
his thumb five crosses on the stone with holy oil, 
saying ‘May this stone be sealed, hallowed, and 
consecrated...’ 

4. Blessing with incense. The bishop forms five crosses 
out of grains of incense and on each one he places a 
cross made of candlewax, which he lights so that 
they burn the incense. He prays ‘that your Holy 
Spirit may descend upon this altar, that He may 
sanctify thereon our and your people’s gifts...’ 

5. Celebration of Mass. 
 
In the Orthodox churches the consecration of the 
antimension is very similar. 
 
1. The bishop sprinkles it with Rose Water, 
2. The bishop anoints it with holy oil (the ‘Sacred 

Myron’) 
3. The bishop places relics in the tiny pouch sewn to the 

back. 
4. The bishop celebrates the Holy Liturgy. 
 
The Orthodox put perhaps more emphasis on the power 
of the holy oil, which comprises olive oil, balsam, herbs, 
spices and white wine, boiled together by the bishop on 
Holy Thursday. St. Cyril of Jerusalem (died 386) said 
“After the invocation (of the bishop) this holy ointment is 
no more a simple or common ointment, but is Christ’s 
gift of grace and by His advent is able to impart the Holy 
Spirit”.52 The consecration of the antimensia also takes 
place on Holy Thursday, three days before Easter, when 
the institution of the Holy Liturgy by Christ at his Last 
Supper with his disciples is remembered. Printed on 
every antimension are the words: “By the grace of the 
All-Holy, Lifegiving Spirit, this Antimension, the Holy 
Table, is consecrated for the Offering on it of the Body 
and Blood of our Lord in the Divine Liturgy.” 
 

                                                           
51 Weller 1964. 
52 Mystagogical Catecheses 3. 

 
FIGURE 15. A bishop consecrating a portable altar. He is  

vested simply in an alb and stole, holding a bunch of hyssop,  
to be used as an aspergillum, in his hands. An illuminated initial  

from the office for the consecration of a portable altar, from  
a Pontifical made in central France about 1470. (Photo by kind 
permission of Phillip J. Pirages Fine Books and Manuscripts). 

 
 

 
FIGURE 16. An antimension is consecrated at the  
Russian Orthodox Cathedral in London, 2007.  
(Photo: Russian Orthodox Church in London). 

 
The modern Coptic rite prays 
 

We ask and entreat Your goodness, O 
Philanthropic One, to hear us and bless this 
wooden board by Your invisible Hand, so that it 
becomes a holy table and a sanctuary that 
replaces the high altar built of brick and stone.53  
 

                                                           
53 Hanna 1994, 506. 
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Here power clearly comes through prayer, but for the 
Syriac Church it is as much contact that consecrates as 
prayer; in this case contact with the Holy Oil.  

 
The Holy Chrism itself is consecrated in the 
longest of the ceremonies of Syrian Orthodox 
Church by the Supreme Head of Church viz, 
Patriarch of Antioch and All the East. In our 
Church, only the Patriarch consecrates the Holy 
Chrism. The Bishops alone can transfer into 
smaller bottles and duly ordained priests can 
only sacramentally handle. Other clergy or laity 
is forbidden to even to touch it. The Holy 
Chrism is kept in a special casket in the ‘Holy of 
Holies’ (madbho) in the church.54  

 
Contact with the Sacrament 

 
When the Mass or Holy Liturgy is of such immense 
power and importance, it is not surprising that the altar on 
which it is celebrated acquires great significance. Indeed, 
certain Orthodox traditions credit the altar with enormous 
power. One early Orthodox tradition lays the antimension 
on a consecrated altar for seven days, so that it gains its 
power from that; another made the antimension from the 
cloth with which the bishop dried the altar during the 
consecration ceremony. Yet other Orthodox writers, in 
arguing that the Liturgy is invalid if not celebrated on an 
antimension, seem almost to be saying that it is the altar 
that consecrates the bread and wine.55 
 
From Wood to Stone and Cloth: The Symbolism of Material 

 
The material of which portable altars have been made has 
often been chosen for its powers or its symbolism. 
 
We have seen that the earliest certainly known portable 
altars in the West were made of oak, while the earliest in 
the East were of stone. As early as 517 the Council of 
Epaone forbade the consecration with holy oil of wooden 
altars.56 This rule, though, did not become universal in 
the West for some centuries, and it was during the tenth 
and eleventh centuries that it became firmly fixed in 
Canon Law that Mass should be celebrated on an altar of 
stone. Clearly it is easier and cheaper to use a stone 
portable altar than to build a complete new stone altar, so 
the requirement gave a major boost, first to portable 
altars, later to the idea of the altar stone fixed 
permanently into the altar top. 
 
It does seem, however, to have remained universal 
practice during the Middle Ages in the West to seat the 
stone of a portable altar in a wooden base or frame. 
Usually this frame seems to have been of oak, but 

                                                           
54 http://syriacchristianity.com/visit2004/Holy_Mooron.htm. The 
making of holy oil in the Syrian Orthodox Church can be viewed at 
http://www.bethsuryoyo.com/, and in the Coptic Church at http://st-
takla.org/Multimedia/09-Videos-Videohat-02-Coptic-Documentary-
Movies&Clips-Aflam-Al-Tasgileya-01.html. Accessed December 2006. 
55 Raes 1951, 61, 65. 
56 Pocknee 1963, 43. 

occasionally other precious woods, like ebony, were 
used. At Hedared stave-church in Västergötland, Sweden, 
there is a porphyry stone mounted into a substantial 
rectangular pine board.57 Frequently the base and frame 
were encased in silver.58 
 
Though they could be of any available hard stone, the 
stones of choice for portable altars in the Middle Ages 
were jasper and porphyry. Stones, and above all 
gemstrones, carried a hugely powerful symbolism and 
mythology from Antiquity right through the Middle Ages 
and Renaissance. Because the Bible mentions gemstrones 
as being washed out of paradise,59 in Western Christian 
tradition they ‘enjoy a status almost as a natural 
sacrament, a gift instituted by the Creator “in the 
beginning” to do good, capable of bringing about what 
their color signifies to the poetric mind’.60 Because they 
are made of earth and water, just as St Augustine claims 
that people are, gemstones have homeopathic healing 
powers. So medieval writers attributed particular powers 
to particular gems. Thus St Albert the Great (1206-1280), 
in his Book of Minerals, says rubies shine in the dark and 
dispel poison in air or vapour, while Abbess Hildegard of 
Bingen (1098-1179) says garnet will ward off bad dreams 
and fantasies. According to Bishop Marbode of Rennes 
(1035-1123) emeralds (the best are robbed from griffins’ 
nests) can help foresee the future, inspire orators and 
avert storms. As St Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) put it, 
‘there is no doubt that gemstones have something of the 
hidden power of the bodies that are above the vault of 
heaven…they have something in them that is beyond the 
powers of the four basic elements of nature…some stones 
have something in them of the nature of the stars’.61 
 
So the use of gemstones in Christian art was by no means 
purely decorative. The stones did things. 
 
Inability to analyse gemstones by their chemical 
composition led to a reliance on colour. ‘Ruby’ meant a 
red stone, ‘emerald’ a green one; hence the powers 
attributed to rubies were ascribed to porphyry, the powers 
of emerald to jasper.62 
 
As well as healing and other powers, these coloured 
stones had symbolic value. Jasper was symbolic of faith: 
 

Jaspis colore viridi 
Praefert virorum fidei 
Quae in perfectis omnibus 
Numquam marcessit penitus; 
Cuius forti praesidio 
Resistitur diabolo 
(Bishop Marbode) 
 

                                                           
57 Tesch 2001, 29. 
58 Rock 1905, 194. 
59 Genesis 2, 12. 
60 Murphy 2006, 42. 
61 Murphy 2006, 67. 
62 Portable altars and reliquaries both deserve a much more profound 
analysis of the meanings of their gemstone ‘decoration’. 
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Green-hued jasper 
Surpasses human faith. 
In every way perfect 
Its heart never decays 
And by the strength of its protective powers 
The devil is resisted. 

 
Imperial Porphyry was perhaps chosen for its blood-
colour as well as its density, rarity and association with 
the Roman Emperor. It is a very hard purple-red igneous 
rock, much valued from Roman times and obtained from 
a single site in Egypt.63 The earliest surviving example of 
a portable altar of porphyry set in a wooden frame seems 
to be the late eighth century example from Adelhausen. 
This is decorated with silver plates with niello, gilding 
and enamels, and may be seen as the first of the classic 
western portable altars.64 
 
Besides stone, in the West other materials were possible. 
Bishop Leofric (1016-1072) gave Exeter Cathedral a 
‘bone altar’ – perhaps a walrus ivory65 portable altar 
(Dugdale ii, 527). In 1385 St George’s Chapel, Windsor, 
had one of alabaster,66 and Rock quotes a number of 
references to portable altars of jet.67 Some of the grandest 
medieval European ones had ‘stones’ of rock-crystal or 
enamel. 
 

 
FIGURE 17. Portable Altar of walrus ivory, made in Cologne  

c. 1200-1220. (Photo: Cleveland Museum of Art). 

 
While in the West wooden portable altars gave place to 
stone,68 in the East stone, it seems, largely gave place to 
cloth or wood. Writing about 809 to his disciple 
Naukratios, St Theodore, Abbot of the great monastery of 
St John Studios in Constantinople, refers to a 
‘consecrated altar in the form of a wooden plank or a 
cloth’.69 Since at least the eleventh century70 the 
antimension has been almost always made of linen, silk 

                                                           
63 Maxfield and Peacock 2001, 2007. 
64 Lasko 1994, 4. 
65 So John Cherry suggests, pers. com. 
66 Rock 1905, 201. 
67 Though these references could be to the decoration of a casket-form 
portable altar. 
68 Izzo (1975, 175-182) describes the emergence in the twentieth 
century of cloth portable altars in the Roman Catholic church. First used 
during the anti-clerical persecution of the late 1920s in Mexico, ‘latin 
antimensia’ of linen or hemp with relics were permitted in World War 
II, and later in remote areas. 
69 Izzo 1975, 29. 
70 Raes 1951, 61. 

or satin.71 The antimension is usually seen as the shroud 
of Christ, though it can also be his tomb. 
 

 
FIGURE 18. Late eighth century portable altar from 

Adelhausen. 377 X 133 mm.  
(Photo: Archiv der Stiftungsverwaltung Freiburg i.Br.). 

 
The Coptic maqaddas is generally regarded as a practical 
piece of liturgical equipment,72 though it should be made 
of the wood of a fruit-bearing tree (Céres 1971, 104). The 
Syriac tablitho should be of an oily wood, and is held to 
symbolise the tree of life in the Garden of Eden.73  
 
  

                                                           
71 Though a wooden antimension of 1653 is preserved in the Kykko 
monastery on Cyprus (Yurchyshyn-Smith 2004, 93). Izzo illustrates an 
eighteenth century Serbian one of wood and refers to very occasional 
paper ones (1975, 35). 
72 Ex inf. Fr. Gregory Tillett. 
73 The twelfth century commentator Abdullah ibn al Tayyib thought that 
wood replaced stone during the fourth century persecution of Sapor 
(Raes 1951, 67). 
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Crosses 

 
The cross can be merely a symbol of adherence to the 
faith, or even just decoration, but there has been a cult of 
the Cross since the beginnings of Christianity, and the 
Cross has been venerated as an instrument of very great 
power. Whether carved, painted, incised, or described by 
a gesture of the hand, the Cross can heal and protect, just 
as a relic can, so it is not surprising to find crosses 
permanently marked on portable altars. 
 
In the Western Catholic tradition portable altars, like the 
mensae of permanent altars, are engraved with five 
crosses, to mark the five spots the bishop anoints with 
holy oil. Occasionally the crosses are very crudely 
inscribed. This raises the question of where these altar 
stones were made. If they were blessed by the bishop, 
would they not have been produced at the centre of the 
diocese, and have been of consistent quality? It seems 
not, or at least not always; at Southdean in Scotland, the 
altar stone is made of the local stone. Eeles not only 
suggests that this altar stone was made locally and sent to 
Glasgow for consecration, but speculates that sometimes 
the bishop himself may have cut the crosses, quoting 
Legg (1903) for Irish and Scottish parallels.74 More 
probably they were cut by the maker; Nichols quotes an 
English churchwardens’ account of 1493: ‘For makyng of 
the crossys on the super-altaryes, 4d’.75 
 
The earliest of the Takrit tablitho, of 709-10, bears a 
large inscribed central cross patée inscribed in a circle; a 
cross appears, too, drawn on early Orthodox antimensia. 
Both may be based on that on the top of Byzantine altars. 
A drawing of an 1149 antimension from Suzdal shows a 
simple hand-painted six-branched cross in the middle and 
the letters IC XC NI KA above, and surviving fifteenth 
and sixteenth century antimensia from Greece, Russia 
and Macedonia bear a simple central cross and 
inscription.76 A cross is commonly carved on portable 
altars in the Coptic, Ethiopian and Syriac traditions.77 
 
Saints and Relics 

 
By the ninth century in the West, the portable altar and 
the reliquary had begun to converge, so that the grandest 
portable altars always contained relics, and they became 
in form more like elaborate boxes than tablets or stone 
slabs. Charles the Bald (823-877) gave an altare portatile 
to the monastery of St Denis near Paris, square in shape, 
made of porphyry set in gold, and containing relics of St 
James the Less, St Stephen and St Vincent.78 
 
This convergence is elegantly symbolised by the portable 
altar and reliquary of the sandal of St Andrew, 
commissioned by Egbert, Archbishop of Trier 977-988, 
from a local goldsmith who also produced the book-cover 

                                                           
74 Eeles 1911, 561, 565. 
75 Nichols 1797, 101. 
76 Izzo 1975, 328; Raes 1951, 62. 
77 Yuchysyn-Smith 2004, 101, Céres 1971, Braun 1924, 517. 
78 Binterim 1825-41, 107. 

of the Codex Aureus at nearby Echternach. The foot-
shaped shrine is simply stuck, rather ludicrously, on top 
of a casket-shaped portable altar. The whole is richly 
decorated with gold plaques set with enamels, garnets, 
pearls and gems, plus a garnet brooch with a coin of 
Justinian II at its centre; it rests on four lion feet. 
 

 
FIGURE 19. Shrine and portable altar of St Andrew’s sandal, c. 980. 

(Photo: Cathedral Information Office Trier). 

 
This ‘casket’ style – reliquary box on four feet, with its 
‘lid’ set with an altar-stone large enough to support 
chalice and paten – became the standard form for the 
greater portable altars of the Middle Ages. Great churches 
in the West owned many of them, and there seems little 
doubt that they were seldom used as altars, but were 
exposed for veneration like other relics. 
 

 
FIGURE 20A. A portable altar of about 1200, from 

Hildesheim, Lower Saxony, Germany. 
(Information and photos  The Trustees of the British Museum). 
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FIGURE 20B. The underside is inscribed with the names of forty saints 
in whose honour it was dedicated. In a cavity beneath the stone slab are 

relics of these saints, wrapped in textiles and labelled. Analysis has 
shown that the oldest textiles are likely to date from the ninth or tenth 

century, whereas the most recent may date from as late as the 
nineteenth. The relics themselves have been examined and consist 
mainly of bone but with hair (labelled as coming from St John the 

Evangelist) and semi-precious stones (associated with St Christopher). 
 

Today all antimensia include relics of the martyrs, sewn 
into a little bag on the back. It is unclear when this 
practice started: Izzo suggests an early date, arguing that 
its provision of the required relics was a major reason for 
the adoption of the antimension. Other scholars suggest 
the late Middle Ages.79 
 
Association with a saint, however, predates the inclusion 
of relics in the portable altar, in both east and west. 
Charles Thomas (1971, 191) wonders whether early 
Western portable altars could possibly have incorporated 
brandea – strips of cloth that had touched a relic and thus 
themselves become secondary relics. It seems more likely 
that the incorporation of relics was a later development, 
and that early portable altars were simply dedicated to a 
saint, just as tabotat are in the Ethiopian Church today. 
 
Sanctity by Association: The Portable Altar Itself a Relic 

 
A further layer of sanctity is laid on certain portable altars 
by their association with holy men. 
 
St Cuthbert’s portable altar, described above, is not only 
the earliest known portable altar; it is also the first known 
to have been ‘enshrined’ and – presumably – treated as a 
relic. It is not clear when it was put into Cuthbert’s coffin. 

                                                           
79 Izzo 1975, 48-54. 

It could have been at his original burial in 687, or at his 
698 translation from tomb to shrine, or on some 
unrecorded occasion after that. Certainly it was there at 
Cuthbert’s second translation in 1107, but its encasement 
in silver – with a window – in the ninth century seems 
likely to have been not only to do it honour, but to protect 
it. There is no evidence, but one can well imagine it being 
displayed to, and kissed by, pilgrims in the way many 
other shrines were. 
 

 
FIGURE 21. The back of St Cuthbert’s portable altar, showing the 

remains of the ninth century silver ‘shrine’ work. 
(Photo: Durham Cathedral Library). 

 
Many of the greater medieval churches claimed to have 
the portable altar of a saint. In the time of Abbot Henry of 
Blois (1126-71), so William of Malmesbury reports, a 
precious portable altar of sapphire, which Saint David 
had presented to Glastonbury, was rediscovered hidden in 
a doorway and was decorated with silver and gold and 
precious stones, ‘as can be seen today’.80 St Augustine’s 
portable altar (apparently round,81 of jasper framed in 
silver) was claimed by St Alban’s Abbey,82 while in the 
early eighteenth century Abdinghoff Abbey claimed the 
portable altar given to Augustine by Pope Gregory.83 
Durham claimed Bede’s,84 while York went further in 
claiming St John’s (Dugdale vi 1205). The inventory 
entries make clear that what mattered was not that the 
saints had owned these altars, but that they had celebrated 
Mass on them. 
 
A variation on this theme was the portable altar made of 
stone already sanctified by association with holy people. 
Peterborough had two made of the floor-stone on which 
St Thomas Becket lay dead, and one made of stone from 
the tomb of St Mary.85 
                                                           
80 Scott 1981, 83. This portable altar was seized by the royal 
Commissioners at the dissolution of the Abbey in 1539: ‘Item a super 
altar garnished with silver and gilt the part gold called the great sapphire 
of Glastonbury’. 
81 Not impossible: Braun (1924) illustrates a ‘quaich’-shaped one from 
Augsburg. Or perhaps it was just the stone that was round. 
82 de Trokelowe 1866, 452. 
83 Rock 1905, 199. 
84 Rock 1905, 201. 
85 Rock 1905, 203. 
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Sanctity by association was by no means restricted to the 
Middle Ages. The Blessed Nicholas Postgate was an 
English Roman Catholic priest who walked round the 
North Yorkshire Moors for nearly fifty years, disguised 
as a tinker or travelling salesman, ministering in secret to 
Roman Catholics. He was eventually caught and executed 
at York for being a Catholic priest, on 7th August 1679. 
His portable altar survives (together with his hand) in St 
Joseph’s Catholic Church, Pickering, and is very much 
treated as a relic. As the parish priest told the local 
newspaper: “It hangs in front of our own altar, which 
means that, whenever I say mass, I say it on Father 
Postgate’s own altar - a very beautiful thought”.86 
 
Generosity and the Sacred Gift 

 
As we have seen, many portable altars in the early Middle 
Ages were clearly primarily intended as luxurious gifts. 
Smith et. al. have drawn attention to the central role of 
gift-giving in upper-class piety in the early Middle 
Ages.87 Portable altars were one category of a whole 
range of altar furnishings, relics, plate and manuscripts 
which bishops and wealthy laymen were expected to 
commission - often from cathedral or monastic 
workshops - for donation to churches. Often these were 
almost unimaginably extravagant: huge golden statues, 
jewelled crosses, the most sophisticated of paintings. In a 
culture which stressed physical appearance and external 
gesture as expression of inner virtue, extravagant 
religious gifts were seen as a proper part of the religious 
life. ‘Piety was characterised then by active devotion 
rather than introspection, and it was made visible through 
public acts [which reflected] not greed or vanity, but one 
of the qualities that made a man or woman great – 
generosity...’ The adornment of churches was a deeply 
pious act - and in addition offered a way in which upper-
class women could play a role in public religion, creating 
a sacred space and linking themselves firmly into the very 
core of religious practice. 
 
Extravagant gifts, too, had a direct impact on the viewer; 
‘the objects adorning churches generated a religious 
enthusiasm by providing channels for personal devotion’. 
Smith, et, al. point out that ‘As a result of the great loss 
of devotional art, there has been a tendency to 
underestimate the mnemonic, emotive and didactic power 
of images and objects on their beholders’. They remind 
us, too, that many worship spaces were quite small, so 
that donors and others could see their gifts on and around 
the altar. Beautiful, glowing, rich church interiors helped 
the worshipper to approach the Divine. 
 
Here, then, is another layer of sanctity: the role of the gift 
as an expression of piety and generosity. 
 
 
 

                                                           
86 Gazette & Herald, Ryedale, Yorkshire, 8th Aug 2002. 
87 Smith et. al. 2001, 669. 

Iconography 

 
A further layer of meaning is given by the iconography of 
the decoration applied to the portable altar. We have seen  
that the oldest known portable altar was given an image 
of St Peter in the mid-eighth century. In the West the 
application of iconography was particularly prevalent in 
the Middle Ages, when gold and silver work, ivory and 
precious stones were especially applied to casket-type 
portable altars. Reference is usually made to the saints 
whose relics it contains; thereafter iconography appears 
to vary considerably, no doubt at the behest of the 
commissioner as well as the preference of each 
workshop’s Master. Joseph Braun, in his great study of 
the altar, points to three types of iconography: symbolic 
(for example the cross, the Lamb of God, the Pelican, the 
personification of the Four Cardinal Virtues), typical (for 
example such Old Testament types as Melchisedek, 
Aaron, Abraham, Moses, Job) and realistic (as Christ, St 
Mary, the Apostles, the Prophets).88 
 
Sometimes the iconography is very complex. Evan Gatti 
(2000) has shown that one of the earliest is also, 
iconographically, amongst the most sophisticated. The 
Reliquary of St Servatius is a key example of Carolingian 
ivory-carving. Made, probably at Fulda, some time after 
870, it is today best known as a reliquary, but Gatti points 
out that it has the portable-altar style of top (though very 
narrow), and probably always did. The carved ivory 
panels on its sides represent Christ with the eleven 
apostles, linked to the twelve signs of the zodiac, which 
Gatti explains as referring to the presence of the eleven 
faithful apostles, Christ’s successors and the predecessors 
of the modern priest, at his Ascension. Moreover, she 
argues, the lower register relates to the end of Christ’s life 
as a man of flesh, while the zodiac in the top register 
refers to him as he will be in the Heavenly Jerusalem: in 
all, an elegantly appropriate programme for an altar. 
 
A late Anglo-Saxon portable altar, preserved in the 
Musée de Cluny in Paris, has an iconography which 
‘links the redemptive message of Christ’s sacrifice with 
the Day of Judgement, symbolised in the figure of the 
Lamb of God which is both the symbol of the Second 
Coming89 and the redemptive Lamb of the Eucharist’.90 It 
also includes the symbols of the four evangelists, together 
with St Mary and St John with Archangels Raphael and 
Gabriel ‘symbolising heaven and earth united in grief and 
adoration of the cross’. 
 
The French art historian Emile Mâle drew attention to the 
dramatic influence on twelfth century art of the 
rediscovery by Abbot Suger of St Denis of ‘types’: the 
recognition of Old Testament scenes as prefiguring the 
New Testament. Thus the magnificent portable altar of 
Stavelot (c. 1154), now in Brussels, has the small rock-
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crystal altar stone91 surrounded by four inner images - the 
Church, the veiled Synagogue, Samson and the Gates and 
Jonah and the Whale, both types of the Resurrection.92 
Four outer images - Abraham and Isaac, Moses, 
Melchisedek and Abel - and six further scenes of the Life 
of Christ from the Last Supper to the Resurrection.93 
 

 
FIGURE 22. The top of the portable altar of Stavelot. 
(Photo: Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire, Brussels). 

 

 
FIGURE 23A. Portable altar from the collection of the Victorian 

antiquary Daniel Rock. Made in the Rhineland around 1200, it was 
bequeathed in 1472 by Cardinal Bessarion to the Abbey of Avellana in 

Gubio. In the eighteenth century it was in the possession of Count 
Cigognora; Rock acquired it sometime between 1825 and 1849, when 

he published this engraving in his Church of our Fathers. It is now 
preserved at St. John’s Seminary, Wonersh, Surrey, UK.  

(Information from a note by the Victoria & Albert Museum, dated 1971, 
at St John’s Seminary. Images from Rock 1905, 204). 

 
Rock explains the iconography of his own twelfth century 
portable altar in terms of the Vision of St John in 
Revelation. The jasper altar stone is flanked by the Lamb 
of God and the Dove of the Holy Spirit, with two angels 
bearing sceptre and orb. In the corners are 
personifications of Fire, Water, Earth and Air. Moreover, 
Rock points to Bede’s claim that the Jewish High Priest 
wore symbols of the four elements, which made it 

                                                           
91 Perrin (n.d.) thinks it so small the object should be considered a 
reliquary, not a portable altar at all. 
92 Mâle 1978, 162. 
93 Green 2003. 

appropriate to have them on an altar where Christ, the 
Great High Priest, was to offer and to be offered. 
 

 
FIGURE 23B. The top of Daniel Rock’s portable altar. 

 

 
FIGURE 24. Antimension of Bishop Afanasii Puzyna of Luts’k and 

Ostrih, Ukraine, 1633, bearing the ‘Man of Sorrows’ image.  
(Photo: National Museum in L’viv). 

 

 
FIGURE 25. Antimension of Bishop Antonii Vynnyts’kyi  

of Peremyshl’ and Sambir, Ukraine, 1650.  
(Photo: National Museum in L’viv). 

 

Medieval portable altars usually bear inscriptions as well 
as images. Robert Favreau notes that the oldest carry the 
names of donors and the saints to which they are 
dedicated and/or whose relics they contain.94 In the 
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eleventh century they also commemorate the cross, God, 
the life of Christ, the cardinal virtues, and the rivers of 
Paradise, while the twelfth century adds Old Testament 
prophets, the apostles, the Church and Synagogue, but 
(reflecting current controversies) also the Real Presence 
in the Eucharist. 
 
Images seem to have begun to replace the simple central 
cross on antimensia in the late Middle Ages – often the 
dead body of Christ.95 From the seventeenth century they 
were increasing printed rather than hand-painted. Oksana 
Yurchysyn-Smith has drawn attention to an antimension 
of 1590 from Skopje, the first known example of what 
became a common type: the Man of Sorrows.96 Generally 
today antimensia depict the crucifixion and entombment 
of Christ, with the four Evangelists in the corners, the 
Instruments of the Passion on either side, and God the 
Father above. All relate to the sacrifice of Christ, re-
called in the Holy Liturgy. 
 

Identification with Sacred Things and Places 

 
A final way in which portable altars can gain sanctity is 
through their association with sacred places and things. In 
the medieval West there was much association of the altar 
with the Holy Sepulchre of Christ, and the cavity in 
which relics are deposited in an altar is today known as 
the sepulchrum. 
 
A fascinating slant on the identification of portable altars 
with other mysterious and holy things is offered by the 
Jesuit scholar Ronald Murphy in his study of Wolfram 
von Echtenburg’s Parzifal.97 Wolfram was a minor 
nobleman from South Germany, who in about 1210 - 
twenty-three years after СalāΉ ad-Dīn captured Jerusalem, 
and six years after the Crusaders sacked Constantinople - 
wrote a new version of the Holy Grail story. Wolfram is 
oddly evasive about what the Grail actually is, but it is 
clearly not the chalice or serving-dish of other story-
tellers. Murphy argues convincingly from Wolfram’s 
many hints that it must in fact be a portable altar. 
Moreover, Murphy thinks he has identified the very 
portable altar that inspired Wolfram. 
 
However, the most extraordinary layer of meaning 
imposed on portable altars in any tradition is the 
identification the Ethiopian Orthodox Church makes with 
the Ark of the Covenant. We have seen that tabotat in the 
Ethiopian tradition are materially very similar to portable 
altars in other neighbouring churches, and indeed in the 
Catholic tradition. But country people who worship in 
smaller churches throughout Ethiopia display an intense 
reverence and devotion to the tabot. For them, in the 
words of one Aksumite, ‘it is virtually God himself’. It is 
believed to possess the power of the saint or angel to 
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which it is dedicated. It can heal or kill, and it is regarded 
as literally terrifying.98 
 

FIGURE 26. Wolfram’s Holy Grail? The ‘Paradise’ portable altar in 
Bamberg Diocesan Museum. 

(Photo: Henricus, Wikimedia Commons). 

 
Physically and functionally the tabot is closely similar to 
portable altars in other Christian traditions; symbolically 
it has become quite different. It is the tabot which is 
consecrated, rather than the church itself. When the tabot 
is taken out on procession, or overnight at the feast of 
témqät the church is unconsecrated and can be visited by 
anyone. When the tabot is in place, no lay person would 
dare to approach the sanctuary, and many will not enter 
the church building at all. 
 

Above all, the tabot is identified with the tabotä Muse, 
the Tabot of Moses, the mysterious object kept in a shrine 
at Aksum, and which is universally seen in Christian 
Ethiopia as the Ark of the Covenant, brought here from 
Jerusalem by Menelik the son of Solomon and the Queen 
of Sheba. The fluidity of all this symbolism means that 
tabotat can be the Ark, the Tablets of the Law, and the 
Womb of Mary, but also Christ, his tomb, his throne, the 
Virgin Mary, the Trinity, or the saints or angels to which 
they are dedicated.99 As with so much religious 
symbolism, identification can be more or less intense, so 
that when an Ethiopian theologian says that the tabotä 
Muse IS the Ark, he may be voicing a somewhat different 
understanding to that of the countryman who says the 
same thing.100 
 

Preservation 

 
How objects are treated once they become damaged or 
redundant often throws light on how their sacrality is 
regarded. The strict rules in certain Muslim and Jewish 

                                                           
98 Grierson and Munro-Hay 2000, 252. However, despite this deep 
public respect, 41 tabotat were stolen from churches in Southern 
Gondar Diocese in 1991-95 (Bantalem 2005, 77). 
99 Griaule 1932, Schneider 1988. 
100 This rich tradition and fluid symbolism has also given a field-day to 
romantic Westerners to write reams of nonsense on the “Lost Ark of the 
Covenant”. Almost the only writer worth reading on the subject is the 
late scholar Stuart Munro-Hay; see his convenient summary: Munro-
Hay 2003. 
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traditions governing disposal of sacred texts illustrate this 
well. Izzo discusses whether the antimension should be 
washed or repaired once it has ‘become too soiled or 
worn to be decently used. Washing might damage the 
relics and would also probably remove the Holy Myron 
with which it has been consecrated’.101 So, he concludes, 
it should probably be sent to the bishop’s chancery, 
‘where it may be kept in the bishop’s chapel, usually 
under an altar’. However, ‘due to the vicissitudes of 
ecclesiastical as well as political life in Eastern Europe’, 
many antimensia have in fact ended up in museums102 or 
private collections. In Serbia it was the custom for 
redundant antimensia to be burned.103 Recently there has 
been concern at antimensia being sold on e-Bay.104 For 
the Syriacs a dirty tablitho can be washed clean by the 
rain, but if pagans have eaten off it, it must not be used 
again.105  
 

 
     FIGURE 27. Tabotat being carried in procession under ceremonial 
      umbrellas, in a témqät (Epiphany) ceremony at Gondar, Ethiopia. 

(Photo: Jialiang Gao www.peace-on-earth.org). 

 
The thirteenth century writer Bishop Guillaume Durand 
said that if the stone was lifted from its wooden frame, 
‘which represents in a sense its seal’, and then replaced, it 
should be reconsecrated;106 by the nineteenth century the 
Catholic Church had elaborate rules on just what damage 
meant loss of consecration.107 For the Orthodox churches, 
only total destruction removes consecration.108 
 
CONCLUSION 

 
We have seen that portable altars are found in most of the 
ancient Christian traditions, and in all of them have 
followed the classic trajectory from occasional to 
permanent use. Using a portable altar makes it possible to 
obey the rule that the Mass can be celebrated only on a 
consecrated altar, even where no permanent altar is 
available. In the Eastern churches they have ended up as a 
requirement even when a permanent altar is available. In 
the Western Church the altar stone with embedded relics 

                                                           
101 Izzo 1981, 5. 
102 The National Museum in Lviv has 500. 
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took on that role, while the portable altar itself has 
retained its original function. 
 
We have seen too, in what a variety of ways they can 
become holy. Portable altars are consecrated by a bishop, 
but whether the consecration results from the bishop’s 
prayer to God, or from the touch of the holy oil, or from 
his various ritual actions, notably signing with the cross, 
is not always clear. They become holy, too, by being used 
for the most sacred rite of all, the Mass, but also maybe 
from contiguity with the consecrated Body and Blood 
(bread and wine) of Christ. If they were so used by a holy 
man, that is another addition to their sanctity. Dedication 
as formal, ritual, gifts to a church invokes yet another. 
Their design and decoration with sacred and powerful 
images, especially the cross, gives them added power, as 
often does an inscription invoking the blessing of God, or 
Christ, or the saints. Yet even these are not always 
deemed enough: portable altars have also been shrines, 
incorporating relics and absorbing their sanctity.  
 
Scarce wonder that in the Ethiopian tradition the tabot 
acquires terrifying power. Rather the surprise is how 
ordinary a liturgical object the portable altar can seem in 
other traditions. Indeed, sometimes its significance seems 
to lie more in the way such an object can symbolise 
orthodoxy and episcopal or papal power, than in its 
sanctity. 
 
On one level, indeed, a portable altar is a simple piece of 
liturgical equipment like any other - ‘sacred’ only insofar 
as it is used for a sacred purpose. But of course it is far 
more than this. On a second level, it shares many of the 
characteristics of a relic - indeed we have seen that 
portable altars often actually incorporate a tiny relic, 
merging the two even more closely. 
 
On a third level, though, the portable altar is a sacred 
place, a movable ‘place’ it is true, but carrying all the 
characteristics of a sacred place along with its sanctity. 
Like a sacred place, it may be made sacred by a ritual act, 
or association with sacred person or thing, or by a 
combination of these. Like many a sacred place, 
possession of the portable altar, or the right to use one, 
becomes a symbol of rank and independence - it takes on 
a political power. Like a sacred place, it must in many 
traditions be reverently and fearfully approached, and 
only by those worthy by rank or ritual purity. 
 

God, the Creator of all things visible and 
invisible, and the consecrator of all that is holy, 
be pleased to assist at the dedication of this altar 
of the Lord, and to pour out on it your 
consecratory and sanctifying power, as we, all 
unworthy, anoint it with holy chrism. Grant that 
all who approach this altar in order to pay 
homage to you may experience your merciful 
aid; through Christ our Lord.109 

 

                                                           
109 Rite for Consecrating a Portable Altar, from The New Roman 
Pontifical of 1962. 
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Abu' Ṣa'liḥ, the Armenian. Edited and translated by B. T. A. Evetts … with added notes by A.J. Butler. Anecdota 
Oxoniensia, Semitic series 7. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

L’Art Copte. [Catalogue of an exhibition at the Petit Palais, Paris, 17th June – 15th September 1964].  Paris: Ministère 
d’État Affaires Culturelles.

Azzopardi, Mgr. John.  (ed.)  2000. Portable Altars in Malta.  Valetta: Fondazzjoni Patrimonju Malti.

Bachrach, David Steward. ‘The Friars Go to War: Mendicant Military Chaplains, 1216-c1300. The Catholic Historical  
Review, Vol. 90, No. 4, October 2004, pp. 617-633. 

Bantalem Tadesse.  ‘Heritages of the monasteries of Lake Tana and their challenges’.  Kirs, 1997 [i.e. 2005 CE]. 
[Annual publication of the Authority for Research and Conservation of Cultural Heritage, Addis Ababa].

Barbier de Montault, X. 1877-1878. Traité pratique de l’ameublement et de la décoration des églises selon les règles  
canoniques et les traditions romaines. 2 vols. Paris.

Basilios, Archbishop. 'Antimension'. Aziz Atiya (ed.) 1991. The Coptic Encyclopedia.  New York: Macmillan.

Binterim, Anton Joseph. 1825-41.  Die vorzüglichsten Denkwürdigkeiten der christkatholischen Kirche mit besonderer  
Berücksichtigung der Disciplin derselben in Deutchland, frei bearbeitet nach der Schrift des Neapolitaners Pelliccia  
(de christianâ ecclesiæ primæ mediæ et novissimæ ætatis politiâ). 7 vols., 17 parts. Mainz.

Bliley, Nicholas Martin. 1927. Altars According to the Code of Canon Law. (Canon Law Studies no.38). Washington 
D.C.: The Catholic University of America.

Braun, Joseph. 1924. Der Christliche Altar in seiner Geschichtlichen Entwicklung. München: Alte Meister Guenther 
Koch.

Brown, Leslie. 1982. The Indian Christians of St Thomas: an Account of the Ancient Syrian Church of Malabar. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Budde, Michael. 1998. Altare Portatile: Kompendium des Tragaltäre des Mittelalters 600-1600. CD. Auflage 
Münster/Westf., Werne a.d. Lippe. [The Warburg Institute Library has a copy].

Butler, A.J. 1897. The Ancient Coptic Churches of Egypt. London: Smith, Elder and Co.

Buxton, David.  1970. The Abyssinians. (Ancient People and Places Series).  London: Thames and Hudson.

Chaillot, Christine.  2002.  The Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahedo Church Tradition: a Brief Introduction to its Life and  
Spirituality. Paris: Inter-Orthodox Dialogue.

Clarke, Peter D. 2008. 'New Evidence of  Noble and Gentle Piety in Fifteenth-century England and Wales'. Journal of  
Medieval History, 34, 1, March 2008, 23-35.

Coatsworth, Elizabeth. ‘The Pectoral Cross and Portable Altar from the Tomb of St Cuthbert’, in Bonner, Gerald, David 
Rollason and Clare Stancliffe (eds.), 1989. St Cuthbert, his Cult and his Community. Woodbridge: Boydell Press. 

Crawford A, 1992. The Household Books of John Howard, Duke of Norfolk, 1462-1471, 1481-1483. Gloucester: Alan 
Sutton.

Durand, Guillaume. 1843. The symbolism of churches and church ornaments: a translation of the first book of the  
Rationale divinorum officiorum. Written by William Durandus; with an introductory essay, notes, and illustrations by  
John Mason Neale and Benjamin Webb. Leeds: T. W. Green.
 
Eeles, F. C.  ‘Southdean Church, Roxburghshire: Some Account of the Excavations carried out there by the Otterburn 



Memorial Committee’. Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, 45, 1910-11.

Episcopal and Heritage Institute Libraries. Byzantine-Ruthenian antimensia in the Episcopal and Heritage Institute  
Libraries of the Byzantine Catholic Diocese of Passaic. 1981. Passaic, New Jersey: EHI Libraries. [catalogue compiled 
by Edward Kasinec and Bohdan Struminsky; introduction by Januarius M. Izzo].

Favreau, Robert. 2003. Les Autels Portatifs et Leurs Inscriptions. Cahiers de Civilisation Médiévale 46. Poitiers: Centre 
d'Études Supérieures de Civilisation  Médiévale.

Gatti, Evan.  ‘Reviving the Relic: An Investigation of the Form and Function of the Reliquary of St. Servatius, 
Quedlinburg,’ The Athanor XVIII, 2000, 7-15.

Gattico, Giovanni Battista. 1746.  De Oratoriis Domesticis et de Usu Altaris Portatilis. Rome: Giovanni Salomoni.

Goshev, Ivan.  1925. Antiminsut Liturgichesko i Tsurkovno-Arkheologichesko Izsledvane.  Sophia.

Green, Rosalie. Reading the Portable Altar of Stavelot. Revue Belge d'Archéologie et d'Histoire de l'Art, 72, 2003, p. 3-
10.

Griaule, Marcel.  ‘Règles de l’Église (documents éthiopiens)’. Journal Asiatique. Juillet-Septembre 1932.

Grierson, Roderick and Munro-Hay, Stuart. 2000. The Ark of the Covenant. London: Phoenix.

Gudera, Alice. 2003. Der Tragaltar aus Stavelot: Ikonographie und Stil. Bremen: WMIT Druck und Verlags GmbH.

Hadji-Burmester, O.H.E. 1948. ‘Rites and Ceremonies of the Coptic Church. Part I’. The Eastern Churches Quarterly 
VII, 6. April-June 1948, 373-403. 

Hanna, Markos. 1994.  The Book of Ordinations and Consecrations. Los Angeles: St Mark Coptic Orthodox Church.

Hanssens, J. M. and Raes, A.  ‘Une collection des tâbots au Musée Chrétien de la Bibliotheque Vaticane’. Orientalia 
Christiana Periodica, vol. XVII, N. III-IV, 1951.

Harrak, Amir. ‘Recent Archaeological Excavations in Takrit and the Discovery of Syriac Inscriptions’. Journal of the 
Canadian Society for Syriac Studies, vol. 1, 2001. 

Izzo, Right Rev. Archimandrite Januarius M. 1975. The Antimension in the Liturgical and Canonical Tradition of the 
Byzantine and Latin Churches: an Inter-ritual Inter-confessional Study.  Rome: Pontificium Athenaeum Antonianum.

Khs-Burmester, O.H.E. 1967. The Egyptian or Coptic Church: a Detailed Description of her Liturgical Services and  
the Rites or Ceremonies Observed in the Administration of her Sacraments. Cairo: Publications de la Société 
d’Archeologie Copte. 

Kucharek, Casimir.  1971. The Byzantine-Slav Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom.  Its Origin and Evolution. Combermere: 
Alleluia Press.

Lower, M. A. 1851. Chronicle of Battle Abbey from 1066 to 1176. London: J.R. Smith.

Lasko, Peter. 1994. Ars Sacra 800-1200. 2nd edn. New Haven: Yale University Press.
 
Male, Emile.  1978.  Religious Art in France. The Twelfth Century: a Study of the Origins of Medieval Iconography.  
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Marshall, Edward. ‘Super-Altar’. Notes and Queries, 5th Series XII October 18, 1879, p. 304.

Mattox, Philip. 'Domestic sacral space in the Florentine Renaissance palace'. Renaissance Studies, Vol. 20 No. 5, 2006.

Mouterde, Paul. 1939.  ‘Deux Inscriptions Jacobites’. Mélanges de l'Université Saint Joseph XXII, pp. 49-56. Beyrouth: 
Imprimerie Catholique.

Maxfield, Valerie A. and Peacock, David. 2001, 2007. The Roman Imperial Quarries: Survey and Excavation at Mons  
Porphyrites, 1994-1998. Volume 1, Topography and Quarries; Volume 2, The Excavations. London: Egypt Exploration 



Society.

Murphy, Ronald G. 2006. Gemstone of Paradise: the Holy Grail in Wolfram's Parzifal. Oxford: OUP.
Munro-Hay, Stuart. 2003. ‘Ark of the Covenant’ in Siegbert Uhlig (ed.) Encyclopedia Aethiopica, 1, A-C. Wiesbaden: 
Havrassovitz.

Munro-Hay, Stuart. 2005.  The Quest for the Ark of the Covenant: the True History of the Tablets of Moses. London: 
Tauris.

Nichols, John. 1797. Illustrations of the Manners and Expences of Antient Times in England. London: J. Nichols.

Nikol’skii, K.  1872.  Ob Antiminsakh Pravoslavnoi Russkoi Tserkvi. Saint Petersburg.

Okasha, Elisabeth and O' Reilly, Jennifer, ‘An Anglo-Saxon Portable Altar: Inscription and Iconography’. Journal of  
the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes. 47,1984, 32-51.

Perrin, Joël.  L’Autel: Fonctions, Formes et Éléments. Direction de l'architecture et du patrimoine: l'Inventaire général 
des monuments et richesses artistiques de la France. 
http://www.culture.gouv.fr/culture/inventai/extranet/revue/001/jp001.html  [Accessed August 2006].

Pocknee, C.E.  1963.  The Christian Altar in History and Today. London: Mowbray for the Alcuin Club.

Raes, Alphonse.  1951. ‘Antimension, Tablit, Tabot’ in  Proche-Orient Chrétien 1. [pp59-65] Seminaire Sainte-Anne, 
Jerusalem.

Rahmani, Ignatius Ephraem, II, Patriarch of Antioch, Studia Syriaca, t. III, In Seminario Scharfensi de Monte Libano, 
1908, p. 34, 49.

Ralegh Radford, C. A. 1956. 'The Portable Altar' in Battiscombe, C. F. The Relics of Saint Cuthbert. Oxford: OUP for 
the Dean & Chapter of Durham Cathedral.

Rock, Daniel. New edn. 1905. The Church of Our Fathers. Vol 1. London: John Murray.

Schneider, Roger.  ‘Nouveaux temoins du texte Éthiopien des Règles de l’Église’.  Journal Asiatique, 276, 1988, 71-96.

Schulte, A. J. 1907. Consecranda: Rites and Ceremonies Observed at the Consecration of Churches, Altars, Altar-
Stones, Chalices and Patens. New York: Benziger Brothers.

Scott, John.  1981.  The Early History of Glastonbury; an Edition, Translation and Study of William of Malmesbury's  
De Antiquitate Glastonie Ecclesie.  Woodbridge: Boydell Press.

Smith, Mary Frances, Robin Fleming and Patricia Halpin. ‘Court and Piety in Late Anglo-Saxon England’.  The 
Catholic Historical Review, vol. LXXXVII, No. 4, October 2001.

Stoddard, Whitney S.  1972.  Art and Architecture in Medieval France.  New York: Harper & Row.

Stokes, Whitley (ed.). 1887. The Tripartite Life of Patrick, Vol. 2 (Chronicles and Memorials of Great Britain and 
Ireland during the Middle Ages, 89). London: H. M. Stationery Office.

Talbot, C. H. 1981.  Anglo-Saxon Missionaries in Germany: Being the Lives of Saints Willibrod, Boniface, Sturm,  
Leoba and Lebuin, Together with the "Hodoeporicon" of Saint Willibald and a Selection from the Correspondence of  
Saint Boniface. Spiritual Masters Series. London: Sheed and Ward.

Tesch, Sten. ‘Olof Palme, S:ta Gertrud och Sigtunas medeltida kyrkotopografi’, Biskopen i museets trädgård. En  
arkeologisk gåta, eds, Sten Tesch and Rune Edberg, Sigtuna museers skriftserie 9 (Stockholm 2001), pp. 9-44.

Tesch, Sten.  'Tidigmedeltida sepulkralstenar I Sigtuna: heliga stenar från Köln för såväl hallkult som mässa I 
stenkyrka'. Situne Dei, 2007.

Thomas, Charles. 1971. The Early Christian Archaeology of North Britain. Oxford: OUP.

de Trokelowe, Johannes. 1866. Chronica Monasterii S. Albani. London.



Vaud, Gerard. 1978. La Liturgie des Coptes d’Egypte. Paris: Librairie d’Amérique et d’Orient.

Wade-Evans, A. W. (ed.) 1944. Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae et Genealogiae. Cardiff: University of Wales Press. 

Walcott, Mackenzie E. C.  ‘Super-Altar’. Notes and Queries. 5th Series XII Nov. 29. 1879, p. 430.

Weller, Philip T. (trans.) 1964. The Roman Ritual of 1964, Part 2. Milwaukee: Bruce Publishing Co. Available at 
www.saint-mike.org/Library/Reference/Reference.  Accessed August 2006.

Webster, Leslie. ‘Portable Altar’ in Janet Backhouse, D. H. Turner and Leslie Webster. 1984. The Golden Age of Anglo-
Saxon Art 966-1066. London: British Museum Publications.

Welsh, Thomas Jerome. 1951. The Use of the Portable Altar: a Historical Synopsis and a Commentary. Washington: 
Catholic University Press.

Wickham Legg, J. 1903. Three Chapters in Recent Liturgical Research, Church Historical Society, No.73. London: 
SPCK.

Willis, G. G. 1968. ‘The Consecration of Churches down to the Ninth Century’ In: G. G. Willis.  Further Essays in 
Early Roman Liturgy.  Alcuin Club Collections No. 50.  London: SPCK.

Wissa Wassef, Céres. 1971. Pratiques Rituelles et Alimentaires des Coptes.  Cairo: Institut Francais d’Archéologie du 
Caire.

Yurchyshyn-Smith, Oksana. Development of Byzantine Iconographic Tradition in Ukrainian Antimensia of the XVIIth 
Century. Byzantinoslavica 59, No. 2, 1998.

Yurchyshyn-Smith, Oksana. The Antimension (1620) of Theophanes, Patriarch of Jerusalem. Oriens Christianus, 88, 
2004.


	Portable Altars in Christian Tradition and Practice
	REFERENCES & BIBLIOGRAPHY

