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Using This Internet Version
The Scanned pages of the 1984 book (Canon LIDE 210 Scanner) are integrat-
ed into a new Document in FrameMaker converted to PDF. The pagination 
in the latter is identical with that of the former. The Scanned Table of Con-
tents (a couple of pages ahead) and the Scanned Alphabetical Index (pages 204 
- 210) can be used directly. The illustrations are placed after the Index (pp. 
211 - 34).
- The original dedication to Liv Erstad Sinding-Larsen was left out at the 
OUP. When I struggled with this book in Oslo in the early 80s, my Mother-
in-Law, Gudrun Aure Erstad, gave me crucial support spiritually and mate-
rially.
- The present contribution is no “art book” (and art historians do not seem to 
have found it useful), but one about the systemic, ritual and generally func-
tional bases for imagery in the Roman Church roughly from Gregory the Great 
(590 -604) up to the Second Vatican Council, 1962 -65), only partly relevant 
for the earlier Church (Jungmann, The Early Liturgy To the time of Gregory 
the Great). The eminent Byzantinist, Robin Sinclair Cormack, in the review 
reproduced here, said the book should be read by art historians but also that 
it would probably not find a large readership. 
- Then, why republish it? It is, as far as I know, the only general and system-
atic introduction to the dogmas, idea and practices that conditioned Roman 
Catholic iconography after the three or four early centuries. 
- My hunch is that the academic world has changed since the 1980s and that 
people are now more used to handle theory, system, and structure. In the the-
oretically and methodologically active social, organizational and cognitive 
sciences, there has been an increased interest in “humanist” matters; this, 
and also our digital revolution, probably have promoted this development, 
leaving the intuitional and positivist disciplines in the backwater they have 
created for themselves. Cormack’s review is reprinted on the next page. This 
is an adequate introduction to the present book, and I would like to express 
my gratitude to him and to the theological journal which printed it.
Oslo, July 2012.
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The Journal of Theological Studies, Vol. 37 (2), 1986. Robin Cormack.
Iconography and Ritual. A Study of Analytical Perspectives. By Staale Sinding-Larsen. Pp. 
vi / 210. 26 plates, 4 figures. Oxford University Press/Norwegian University Press, 1985. 
Hardback £ 27, paperback £ 17.50. 
This is very much a topical piece of art-history writing of the 1980a. Sinding-Larsen is try-
ing to remedy the separation between traditional art historians excessively concerned with 
attributions and dates, and historians who wish to use visual material. It is art history 
which is to be changed. An established art-historian himself, he both tries to identify the 
intellectual weaknesses of traditional art history and to provide a new systematic frame-
work for the analysis of the art of the Church sanctuary. Late Medieval and Renaissance 
Italian art forms the essential material for discussion; it is suggested that a treatment of 
this material is essential for a broader understanding of Christian art. It is a book which 
deserves more readers than it is likely to get. It is elliptical, polemical, and difficult to read 
(partly due to its complex organization, partly because of the occasional infelicities of En-
glish expression); yet it marks a real advance in art-historical method. The argument is 
put across in a series of vignettes; these are full of helpful and provocative suggestions and 
ideas.

The main polemical point made by Sinding-Larsen is that art-historians have been 
misled into supposing that the description of iconography can be ‘direct’ and have not re-
alized that description is ‘theory-laden¨’. One example clearly illustrates the problem. A 
sixteenth-century mosaic at the entrance of San Marco in Venice represents St. Mark rais-
ing his hands: its common art-historical description is ‘St Mark in ecstasy’, an evocative 
description for a work of art at the time of the Counter-Reformation. Yet Sinding-Larsen 
finds this an entirely misconceived description, one which ignores the signs in the picture 
which support quite another interpretation: St. Mark celebrating Mass. One could say 
that the whole complex argument of the book is to set out a method which could ensure 
the interpretation of the mosaic according to this second alternative.

The book focuses on ‘liturgical’ art; it is suggested that art which was made to be 
placed on an altar, or which decorated the space around it, must be interpreted in themat-
ic terms of the liturgy celebrated in the sanctuary. This art is to be analysed in the context 
of the aims and intentions of the ‘planners’ (the widest possible term to cover the processes 
of patronage)1, and ‘on the basis of the terms and of the notions and concepts that can be 
reconstructed - also hypothetically - from use, behaviour, attitudes and statements among 
the protagonists of the historical situation’. This is to be called ‘context analysis’. The quo-
tation perhaps illustrates some of the difficulties in reading the book; but these should not 
be allowed to obscure the quality of the many insights of the author and the subtlety of his 
perceptions. He avoids excessive reliance on a speculative reconstruction of the individual 
patron’s intentions as part of the interpretations of works of art - the patron is after all 
just one member of a society and shares its ideologies. He is very direct and convincing 
when pointing out the deficiencies of the standard props of art-historical discourse - terms 
like ‘influence’.

This book can be recommended to the Church historian as a new introduction to the 
possible analytic uses of visual material; it is essential reading for the art-historian. 

Robin Cormack. 

1. I have developed this important argument in SL, Patterns, 3.1, Idea generation, planning process and 
networks.
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The correct name of the place is Maimane
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