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These are the proceedings of the symposium 
Medieval Murals in the Church Attics of Östergötland, 
held in September 2015, at Norrköping Art  
Museum, organised by ICOMOS Sweden’s  
Scientific Working Group for Mural Paintings. 
The purpose of the symposium was to bring 
different disciplines together to shed light on 
diverse aspects of an ensemble of medieval wall 
paintings, located in the attics of eight churches 
in the county of Östergötland in south-east 
Sweden. 

This ensemble of medieval art, hidden in the  
attics of the churches, offers a rare opportunity 
for gaining new insights into sacred art. The  
absence of a complex conservation history makes 
this medieval wall painting ensemble unique. 
The paintings are thus an extraordinary historical 
source of information about medieval art and 
the messages embedded in the materials. 

An art-technological approach was applied in 
recent investigations of these mural paintings. 
Interesting results were obtained by exploring 
the material composition and its effects on the 
visual appearance. Through a collaborative effort, 
the messages and significance of the paintings, 
which present-day viewers cannot perceive, may 
again become accessible. 

The contributors to the proceedings share their 
experience, insights, and opportunities related to 
art-technology, value and the reception history 
of this type of sacred art in historic churches.
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Foreword

The title of this publication was the topic for a symposium in September 2015. The mural 
painting ensemble, situated in the attics of eight churches in Östergötland, Sweden is since 
2007 a topic for art-technological investigations. Investigations are undertaken on pro 
bono basis and are not part of any assignment from cultural heritage authorities or a part 
of a research project connected to an institution. This makes the funding that has been 
granted crucial to enable investigations and sharing of findings. I am incredibly indebted 
to the Berit Wallenberg Foundation and I would like to emphasise my gratitude to the foun-
dation for being the main contributor to the scientific analyses and orthophotographing 
as well as the symposium and this publication. I am also very grateful to Claes och Greta 
Lagerfelt’s Foundation for enabling a printed version of the publication. The financial sup-
port from ICOMOS Sweden as well as the encouragement from ICOMOS colleagues was 
essential for the symposium arrangement.

This symposium connects to a 60 year old project, related to Norrköping Art Museum, its 
first director Aron Borelius and his research on the mural paintings. I wish to express my 
appreciation to Norrköping Art Museum for generously hosting of this symposium. The 
venue of the museum with its interesting art collection created an inspiring atmosphere 
during the day where over 50 participants met.

This publication of the proceedings would not have been possible without a great gene-
rosity in sharing knowledge and thoughts related to the symposium topics. I would like 
to express my thanks to the authors and editors for their contributions and very nice col-
laboration. 

In addition, individuals, companies and institutions abroad as well as in Sweden have con-
tributed to the ongoing investigation of these mural paintings. I would like to send my 
deepest thanks to all of you concerned.

Norrköping, August 2016

Anna Henningsson
Initiator of the Technical Art History investigations
ICOMOS Sweden´s international representative for the Committee on Wall Paintings
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Introduction

These are the proceedings of an international symposium, which took place on the 8-9th of Sep-
tember 2015, hosted at Norrköping Art Museum and organised by ICOMOS Sweden’s Scientific 
Working group for Mural Paintings. The aim of the symposium Medieval Murals in the Church 
Attics of Östergötland was to share new perspectives of the medieval mural paintings in the church 
attics of Östergötland. These mural paintings are being investigated through an art-technological 
approach and international collaborations. During the symposium the retrieved results were 
discussed in relation to Technical Art History, Reception History and Value. 

In the attics of eight different churches in the county of Östergötland in south-east Sweden, 
an ensemble of medieval mural paintings are present, spanning the time period 1180 to 1330. The 
wall paintings became hidden at their current location, on the attic walls, during the 15th century 
when the churches flat wooden ceilings were replaced with brick vaults. The paintings remained 
hidden in the attics of the churches for centuries and were rediscovered in connection with roof 
repairs in the beginning of the 20th century. Some of these mural paintings have never been 
treated by conservation products. The lack of modern conservation products in the medieval 
materials provides a very rare and exclusive opportunity for art-technological investigations in a 
Swedish as well as an international context. The absence of a complex conservation history makes 
them rare sources for retrieving new knowledge about the character and origin of contexts related 
to medieval art-making. Furthermore, this can give us, in present society insights into cultural 
transfer through material and medieval workshop practice. Through retrieving these aspects, 
visual messages and meanings that present-day viewers of this art do not perceive, may again 
become accessible.

The execution processes of these medieval mural paintings have remained unexplored until 
2003 when the first investigation was undertaken on one of these murals. This investigation re-
vealed interesting findings as well as highlighted possible methods for improved documentation 
and communication of these hidden and not easily accessible wall paintings. Since this initial 
examination, investigation of the other murals is on-going based on a pro bono project.

Art historical investigation of these paintings was undertaken already in the early of 1950s by 
Professor Aron Borelius, the first director of Norrköping Art Museum.  He initiated, alongside  

“Seeing the world is not about how we see but what we make of what we see. 
We put together an understanding of the world that makes sense  

from what we already know or think we know.”

Nicoholas Mirzoeff,  How to See the World (2015)
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this a documentation of the medieval murals in the church attics. Aron Borelius’ art his-
torical research was accompanied by extensive photographing and drawings. The result was 
published in the 400-page opus Romanesque Mural Paintings in Östergötland and placed the 
medieval paintings in a stylistic context and as common for the discipline of history of art 
that time, seeking for international influences as well as the origin of the paintings. The pub-
lication introduced the artworks to a broader audience, outside the community of art history 
scholars. A testimony to this is the names of almost 160 citizens, enterprises and associations 
who financially supported the publishing of the opus described above in 1956.  This fundraising 
for sharing knowledge of art 60 years ago is significant in the discussion of the value of this 
art today. 

It is a pleasure for us today to have the opportunity to continue sharing new aspects of this 
ensemble of medieval paintings with the symposium and this publication of the proceedings.

Norrköping, August 2016

Editors 
Anna Henningsson, Charlotta Hanner Nordstrand, Thomas Warscheid 
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Historic Church Interiors  
– Professional and Public Perception
W. (Bill) Wei

K e y w o r d s
authenticity, conservation ethics, economic 
value, history, meaning, originality, perception, 
value

A b s t r AC t
If a decision is made to preserve an historic build-
ing, it has apparently been considered valuable 
enough to save for future generations. When 
conducting restoration work, special care is 
then taken to preserve the architectural form 
and original materials. But the question is, why 
is one taking such special care to preserve the 
building, and what is it that makes that build-
ing worth preserving and another not? During 
the symposium, “Medieval murals in the church 
attics of Östergötland”, interactive lectures and 
the Socratic method were used to help the par-
ticipants investigate their own definitions and 
perceptions of value, and consider how other 
non-professionals perceive the value of historic 
buildings and other objects of cultural heritage. 
It was shown, using examples of historic churches 
and religious buildings in Sweden and elsewhere 
in the world, that the value of cultural heritage 
is more than just the external physical struc-
tures of the buildings. The objects within the 
buildings, the interiors, the neighborhood and 
surroundings, the context and history of the use 
of the building, and the lives of the people who 

used them, all play a role in determining the 
value of historic buildings to the cultures within 
which they are found. 

I n t r o d u C t I o n
For most people, it goes without saying that  
historical buildings should be preserved for  
future generations. However, there are often 
disagreements about what should be saved, and 
how it should be done. Why should one build-
ing be preserved and another not? What is  
important, the building structures themselves, 
or also the interior with all of its furnishings and 
free-standing objects? How does one restore or 
even reuse/repurpose an historic building in a  
“responsible” way? Are we even allowed to reno-
vate and thus change an historic building or some 
of its parts in order to make it environmentally 
efficient according to modern standards? What 
do we do with the interiors and objects? The  
ultimate question is then, who decides?

The answers to these questions are complex, 
and the subject of constant debate. They are 
based on the interaction of many concepts and 
terms related to value and what people perceive 
as valuable. These include terms such as 

•	 authenticity

•	 context

•	 economic value
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