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Introduction
Peter Gidal’s Room Film from 1973 opens with a white 
surface that slowly shifts into something that resembles 
a spatiality. The camera moves unsteadily and shoots 
some details of the interior; the image becomes blurred 
again. At the end of the film I get the feeling of going 
through a doorway. I don’t know where I am, and I 
fumble for something on which to focus my attention. 
What is happening before my eyes gives me no comfort; 
it is impossible to identify a room where I as a viewer 
can be. This is of course a carefully devised strategy.
 Gidal writes in Materialist Film, regarding his film 
Condition of Illusion from 1975, that “the viewer is 
fractured from her/his superior position of consumer 
of knowledge, … fractured from full self identity, which 
are the prerequisites for narrative completion.”1 The 
viewer created by the television industry is exalted and 
made passive through a conjuring trick that at its base 
has to do with the complete absence of reference to the 
production medium itself. Television and cinema usu-
ally shut off the viewer’s means of understanding how 
images of reality are created, and in the end also the 
image of the presumed viewer. Through a series of in-
terventions it is, however, possible to break the illusion. 
But it takes cunning to defend oneself against the spec-
tacle. Gidal mentions a number of failed examples of 
art films from the ’60s and ’70s that purport to account 
for their structures and creation but that fall back into 
the trap of illusion,2 because of, among other things, far 
too great a demand for total abstraction, which in itself 
becomes too uniform, and thus an illusion. What is 
required of a truly emancipatory film is instead constant 
motion between an elucidation of the materiality of the 
film and its ability, through cutting, time shifts, and oth-
er visual effects, to create an illusion of reality (which, 
because of the presence of moving images in the age of 
mass communication, has become the norm). Detail is 
foregrounded, to the advantage of the whole:

Each “image moment” thus does not mean a mo-
ment of “fullness”, it merely designates moment, not 
static, not essential, not somehow quintessentially 
ontologically “filmic”, simply a clinical description 
of a moment or piece of time.3

It is through the capacity to produce unexpected mo-
ments that action can be decoupled from illusion and 
instead become the “empty signifier” that it in reality 
is.4 The consequence of this then is that the viewer’s 
identity is not confirmed, nor are all of the other norms 
attached to this identity (middle-class, white, male, 
heterosexual). Instead, a “non-identity” is created that is 
continually in the process of creating itself and ques-
tioning the foundations of its own identity.5 

•

In spite of Gidal’s scepticism, during the infancy of cin-
ema in the late nineteenth century completely different 
ambitions prevailed than those of what would later 
become an unscrupulous Hollywood. The first moving 
images were shown in cabinets with peepholes and 
were created in the 1890s in New Jersey, US, by Thomas 
Edison with the help of his assistant William Kennedy 
Laurie Dickson. The Kinetoscope, as Edison’s invention 
was called, has been described as a closed system of 
representation by art historian Philippe-Alain Michaud 
in his book Aby Warburg and the Image in Motion.6 The 
backgrounds in these early films consisted of complete-
ly black rooms, and the focus was on the movements or 
facial expressions of individuals, or on shows consisting 
of dance or mime theatre.7 The environments required 
for production — that is, small, dark, closed spaces—
were also the spaces that were best suited for showing 
the films. Michaud claims that these early film produc-
tions reflected an almost animistic attitude in the men 
who eagerly attempted to recreate reality in moving 
pictures. They dreamed of film as a technology that 
could recreate human movements, and, through this, 
something of the human soul. Sometimes this desire to 
represent reality and the life it contained could manifest 
itself in odd ways. An example of this is when Edison 
described how he imagined the first sound film, which 
was meant to reproduce sound synchronised with an 
image, not in order for ordinary people to be able to lis-
ten to the film in a calm and secure home environment 
but because this would recreate the event exactly as is 
appeared in reality:
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If it is desired to reproduce an opera or a play I 
will get the company to give a dress rehearsal 
for me. I place back of the orchestra on a table a 
compound machine consisting of a phonograph 
and a kinetograph, with a capacity of thirty minutes 
continuous work. The orchestra plays, the curtain 
rises, and the opera begins. Both machines work 
simultaneously, one recording sound and the other 
taking photographs, recording motion at the rate 
of forty-six photographs per second. Afterward 
the photographic strip is developed and replaced 
in the machine, a projecting lens is substituted for 
the photographic lens, and the reproducing part 
of the phonograph is adjusted. Then by means of a 
calcium light, the effect is reproduced life-size on a 
white curtain, reproducing to the audience the orig-
inal scene with all the sounds and all the motions of 
the actors exactly as in the original scene.8

Michaud, however, claims that the reality created in 
early cinema would be nothing but a memory already 
prior to the beginning of the twentieth century. Soon 
various attempts to make the place for cinematic rep-
resentation into one that referred to locations other than 
the film studio would become praxis for the film indus-
try. Through painted scenery and trompe l’oeil effects 
the unorganised world of early cinema would become 
“a spatiality organized by perspective.”9 Cinema had 
left reality behind. It instead lay claim to be a new real-
ity: content with its own status of reproduction, which 
was more than enough to uphold the illusion of life.

•

Michaud’s book is not just about the history of cine-
ma but also deals with how a discourse regarding the 
animistic quality of the medium of images crept into the 

A Complete Renovation of These Rooms, 2015. Installation view. Hans Carlsson
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discipline of art history at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. His object of study is Aby Warburg and Warburg’s 
singular research method. Warburg was dependent on 
the medium of the image when he developed his the-
ories about movement in Renaissance art. To Warburg, 
as to Jacob Burckhardt before him, a pictorial tradition 
slowly but steadily emerged in Renaissance art during 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that was no longer 
tied to Christian forms of representation.10

 Renaissance artists, such as Sandro Botticelli and 
Domenico Ghirlandaio, came to exemplify how Renais-
sance art attempted to reuse the myths of antiquity, but 
in a new context that had to do with giving personality 
and a new humanism an aesthetic form. In Botticelli’s 
Primavera (1477–82) and The Birth of Venus (c. 1484), for 
instance, Warburg saw how various layers of creation 
through movement were made to represent Renaissance 
man’s ambition to depict life, or a life-affirming insight 
about the self. In The Birth of Venus, Venus is captured in 
the transformation, her birth from the ocean, that will 
lead to her own creation; Warburg points out the fragil-
ity of the mass in relation to the delicate lines that hold 
the body together.11 To Warburg, movement in Renais-
sance painting pointed out the limits of representation. 
It was an impossibility, where the rigidity and non-life 
of the image almost came to life. But this becoming also 
required the participation of the viewer. In his notes, 
“Bruchstücke” (Fragments), from 1890, Warburg writes:

The art of the early Renaissance begins to lose its 
“scientific” character by introducing figures in 
forward motion. … Figures whose clothing or hair 
is moved can receive this movement from their 
own bodily movements, or else from the wind, or 
from both together. They move on a plane parallel 
to the spectator, so that the spectator can believe in 
forward movement only when he moves his eyes.12

•

I want to let Gidal’s and Warburg’s different attitudes 
to the image frame this text. There can be discerned two 
threads: the affirmative, life-endorsing one—the faith 
in the capacity of the image to create participation and 
emancipation—which can be juxtaposed with the more 
sceptical, critical idea of the passivity-inducing, intel-
lectually impoverishing but simultaneously seductive 
qualities of the medium of the image. In many ways 
these two attitudes have to do with subjectivity and the 
place of the individual in relation to a visual expres-
sion—whether he or she is seen as an active co-creator 
in the relationship between image and individual or 
just as someone who is deceived and seduced and 
whose participation in the mental process created by 
visual media simply is a result of, and a reaction to, the 
ideologies and ambitions of the creators of the image.
 At times my discussions will be theoretical, but 
my intention is to link them to the work done during 

my two years in the Master’s programme in Critical & 
Pedagogical Studies at Malmö Art Academy. It is my 
hope that the text will be of use to anyone with an in-
terest in museology, historiography, and representation, 
but what is written below is also an attempt to leave 
my position as analyst of my own practice and become 
both the eye that views my actions from without and 
the producer of something that can be viewed by other 
people. 

The Science and Maritime House
Malmö Museer (Malmö Museums) have a branch for 
the history of technology and maritime history, the 
Science and Maritime House (Teknikens och sjöfartens 
hus). A long, narrow mezzanine floor in the museum 
bears the name “the Science Shelf” (Vetenskapshyllan). 
Here is displayed the history of science with respect to 
the province of Scania (Skåne) according to a familiar 
chronology: as one moves along the passage, early 
modern scientific discoveries and innovations (a fasci-
nation with vacuum and pneumatics, and the presence 
and motion of various forces in nature) are replaced by 
Carl Linnaeus and the age of classification and classical 
science, only to conclude with the scientific revolution, 
industrialisation, and finally even nanotechnology 
(everything, as mentioned before, placed in a regional 
context).
 In the photographic archive of Malmö Museer one 
can find photos from the recent history of the Science 
Shelf. One series of photographs depicts an earlier 
survey of science that focused exclusively on Scanian 
industry. This earlier exhibition, which closed in 2007, 
was more representational in character than the one 
presently showing at the Science Shelf. The sections 
dealing with the production of sugar had little mod-
els where the production of sugar cubes from beet to 
cube was visualised with great realism; the section of 
the exhibition that dealt with the extraction of coal by 
Höganäsbolaget (the Höganäs company) looked like 
a mine—the walls were covered in black plaster and 
wooden beams. According to the staff, the Science Shelf 
in the form shown in the photographs from 2007 had 
existed at least since the 1980s.13 Before the exhibition 
was dismantled, someone (as documented and archived 
by the museum itself) had posted a note: “The nuclear 
exhibition and the Höganäs mine represent an old-fash-
ioned view of exhibitions. / We plan for a complete re-
furbishment of these rooms. / Meanwhile we apologise 
for any inconvenience.”14 One can only guess what was 
considered obsolete about the old museum exhibition; 
presumably it was precisely the representationalism 
that was considered outmoded. The representation-
alism would then perhaps have been replaced by a 
more interactive environment, something that occurs 
considerably more frequently today at the Science and 
Maritime House.
 The display cases are brightly coloured and many 
of them are adapted to the height of a child. The visitor 
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encounters sound and image through the push of a but-
ton or a tap on a screen. Elsewhere in the museum the 
interaction between the museum’s interior and visitors 
is even more elaborate. On the top floor of the museum 
is a large room that informs the visitor about the laws 
of physics; here the visitor can toss balls, pull ropes, 
and spin metal stands in order to get an idea of various 
physical phenomena, of how irregularities and regulari-
ties in nature arise and function.

•

For a couple of years I have rummaged through various 
archives for material regarding the mining of coal in 
northwestern Scania. During this work I began to un-
derstand coal as a metaphor for non-linear time. I also 
studied more closely issues surrounding the museum 
as a creator of participation and repeatedly reflected on 
the visualisation of history in text and image—above all 
within a scientific discourse, and not least in museums. 
The outcome of this work was the installation A Com-
plete Refurbishment of These Rooms (En fullständig förnyelse 
av de här rummen), which was shown at the Science and 
Maritime House during March and April of 2015. The 
installation mainly took the form of a circular panorama 
with a diameter of four metres, which was placed in a 
room at the end of the Science Shelf at the Science and 
Maritime House (closest to our contemporary world, if 
you wish).
 The panorama has its own history, on which I will 
comment below. I used this as a method for artistic 
representation that I understood as a way of working in 
dialogue with a technology for visual spatial medi-
ation that had its roots in the subject-creating media 
landscape of the eighteenth century. On a completely 
practical level, the circular form allowed for the display 
of archived material from three different archives: the 
archives of Höganäsbolaget (the Höganäs company)/
Stawfordska sällskapet (the Stawford society) (hence-
forth the Höganäsbolaget archive), of Malmö Muse-
er, and of the Swedish Museum of Natural History 
(Naturhistoriska riksmuseet), in accordance with a logic 
that followed purely aesthetic rather than scientific 
criteria, that is, those that linked the various images on 
the basis of their horizons.
 Among the images in the panorama were photo-
graphs of the industrial landscape and the mines of 
Scania and of the plant fossil rooms of the Swedish 
Museum of Natural History. In the panorama were 
also reproductions of paintings depicting the Scania of 
170–200 million years ago, produced at the end of the 
nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries 
by artists employed by and in close cooperation with 
researchers at the Museum of Natural History.
 During the opening of the exhibition A Complete Re-
furbishment of These Rooms, I read from a text that linked 
the idea of a desire for outlines and outlooks during 
the late eighteenth century—a passion for overlooks 

and dizzying heights—to the scientific achievements of 
Alfred Gabriel Nathorst, the founder of the Department 
of Palaeobotany (plant fossils) of the Swedish Museum 
of Natural History. The text read during the opening of 
the exhibition was subsequently also available in the 
form of a folder in the installation, and it has formed 
the basis for significant portions of this paper. 

•

During the 1990s the discussion about the concept 
of the “new” museology intensified. This concept is 
controversial and multifaceted but can be summarised 
in a criticism of a museum procedure that appears to be 
far too loyal to the museum as a producer of objective 
knowledge.15

 The interactive museum—which allows the visitor 
to be physical, to be active, to point, press, and physi-
cally interact with the exhibition’s environment—is an 
example of a museum strategy that has been expressed 
in terms of a reaction to a more sender–receiver-based 
museum interior; similarly, various target group–ori-
ented pedagogical efforts have been foregrounded as a 
strategy that enables museums to produce a new, and 
less authoritarian, voice in the community.16 There are, 
however, those who claim that interactivity in itself 
is not a solution to the imbalance of power that arises 
when an institution tries to convey its view on histo-
ry, and that interactivity and target group–oriented 
pedagogical efforts do not create sites where a critical 
attitude to history and identity can be produced.17 
Similar to former Swedish minister of culture Bengt 
Göransson’s description of a development within 
politics during the second half of the twentieth century 
whereby ideology has been replaced by a customer-ori-
ented idea of adaptation, these critics imagine that a 
logic of adaptation merely scratches the surface and 
attains a semblance of participation that at bottom does 
not change a structural view of history, politics, and 
society.18

•

The Science and Maritime House was initially a re-
gional venture. Various associations with an interest in 
technological development, primarily Skånska ingenjör-
sklubben (the Scanian engineer’s club), called on politi-
cians and industrial representatives already in the 1940s 
to create a place where Scanian industrial history could 
be showcased.19 The present Science and Maritime 
House opened in 1978. It is interesting that at that time 
no one made any claims of presenting a comprehensive 
writing of history, as the then director of the museum, 
Per Ragnarson, put it.20 Instead, people looked to the 
US and the American science and technology centres. 
In close cooperation with industrial representatives, 
American museums had managed to create an inspiring 
environment and a spectacular exhibition architecture 
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where an affective relationship to American history, on 
the basis of certain carefully chosen perspectives, could 
be created. The Swedish version of the concept was re-
ferred to as a “knowledge carnival” (kunskapstivoli), and 
the desire seems to have been to convey a fascination 
for technology’s power and capacity to change society 
(for the better) through a carnivalesque environment 
and exhibition architecture.21

Linear Time
The Science Museum in Malmö has from the beginning 
been a museum that, consciously or unconsciously, 
has been constructed along the lines of ideas that can 
be derived from the late twentieth-century view of the 
function of a museum. The new museology, with its 
mixture of high and low, affect and pedagogy, inter-
activity and knowledge, has, it seems, been present 
throughout the museum’s history. However, something 
that also seems to have been inscribed in the halls and 
rooms that make up the institution is a type of idea of 
progress—where progress and the future are seen as 
functions of human energy and a human ability to take 
control of and shape our surroundings: of labour, tech-
nology, and natural resources. This idea of the future 
as a foundational concept of society is, of course, not 
new. In his book The Birth of the Museum, Tony Bennett 
claims that the museums (historical museums as well as 
art museums and ethnographic collections) created in 
European countries during the late eighteenth and the 
beginning of the nineteenth centuries cemented the idea 
of a national history that gave political legitimacy to the 
state (that in its new, modern guise from the late eight-
eenth century began to be increasingly representative, 
i.e., seen as an expression of the people’s well-being and 
will) and its continued existence.22 This was done by, 
among other things, placing humans in an evolutionary 
history, wherein museums of history and natural histo-
ry explained the passage of time, from the first fossils to 
the visitor’s and the nation’s contemporary time.23 Of-
ten this led to non-European cultures, and also women, 
ending up far behind in the evolutionary idea of time 
and development, and with the help of architectonic 
and museum technical methods the white man was not 
infrequently presented as the crown of creation.
 In Sweden there is the example of the Swedish 
History Museum (Historiska museet), which opened 
on the lower floor of the National Museum of Fine Arts 
(Nationalmuseum) in the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, where the halls were arranged in accordance with 
the then novel division into Stone Age, Bronze Age, 
Iron Age, and Middle Ages, and where attempts were 
made to identify the legitimate “roots” of the nation. 
The research director of the Swedish History Muse-
um, Fredrik Svanberg, has described how this search 
for origins led to history being described as a series of 
“wars of extermination,” in which “lower” races were 
supplanted by the race that was to populate Sweden in 
modern times (in other versions of this history it was 

instead suggested that the Swedish race had inhabit-
ed the country since the Stone Age).24 One interesting 
detail is that the first exhibition in the new premises 
the museum was given in the 1940s on Narvavägen 
in Stockholm was entitled Folk och försvar (People and 
defence)—a purely propagandistic exhibition about the 
need for a strong army and people’s will to stand up for 
their nation in a possible future characterised by war.
 The desire to define and measure time that has 
already passed in order to create an idea of what is to 
come is thus a well-established method and an impor-
tant foundation for many museums of history. Howev-
er, I wish to suggest that this also is an activity that is 
changing. The future as a political concept has its own 
history, on which it is worthwhile to dwell.

Futures
Historian Reinhart Koselleck describes, along with 
other places in the essay collection Futures Past, how the 
present began to be “temporalized” during what, in an 
act of precisely this type of temporalisation, has come 
to be called the “modern” era (approximately the late 
sixteenth century to the mid nineteenth century). The 
two end points on the timeline of the modern era are, to 
Koselleck, Martin Luther and Maximilien Robespierre:

For Luther, the compression of time is a visible sign 
that, according to God’s will, the Final Judgment is 
imminent, that the world is about to end. For Robe-
spierre, the acceleration of time is a human task, 
presaging an epoch of freedom and happiness, the 
golden future. Both positions, insofar as the French 
Revolution descended from the Reformation, mark 
the beginning and end of our period.25

After the religious wars that followed the Reformation 
in large parts of Europe during the sixteenth century, 
religious doomsday prophecies eventually began to 
weaken. The recurring wars did not lead to the final 
Apocalypse. The conflicts instead moved towards 
peaceful solutions. Concurrently with something that 
resembles the development of national states during 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, prognoses 
instead began to replace prophecies; politically strategic 
decisions became important for the creation of a future 
that could be predicted at the national level. When the 
political climate eventually hardened, and in some 
places turned into revolution in the eighteenth century, 
political pressure had made the future completely un-
certain but simultaneously, for the first time, something 
that truly existed. The words of the French encyclope-
dist Denis Diderot are on one occasion reproduced by 
Koselleck:

Under despotism the people, embittered by their 
lengthy sorrows, will miss no opportunity to reap-
propriate their rights. But since there is neither goal 
nor plan, slavery relapses in an instant into anarchy. 
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Within the heart of this general tumult there can 
be heard one cry: “Freedom!” But how can this 
valuable thing be secured? Nobody knows. And 
soon the people are divided into various factions, 
eaten up by contradictory interests. … After a short 
while there are only two factions within the state; 
they distinguish themselves by two names, under 
which all necessarily have to include themselves: 
“Royalist” and “Antiroyalist”. … What will succeed 
this revolution? No one knows.26

The political consequences of understanding the future 
as an unpredictable fact were great. After the French 
Revolution, a number of -isms promised what the 
future would be like, supported by analyses of what the 
past had been like: liberalism, Marxism, communism. 
At the same time, a number of -isms criticised too pre-
cipitous political consequences, for example, conserv-
atism. However, the future itself could not be avoided, 
and this changed people’s manner of speaking and 
temporalised it. The word “revolution,” for instance, 
was given a new meaning. From having been a word 
describing recurring cyclical events it instead gradu-
ally began to be used in Europe during the eighteenth 
century to denote a break, a shift, and a novelty.  Words 
like “crisis” and “emancipation” also occurred more 
often in philosophical and political texts during the 
century of revolution. In addition, the awareness of the 
future created an idea of history as having a changing 
character and of being written precisely from a “pres-
ent-day” perspective.

•

Several people have pointed out that the gradual 
invention of the future as a political concept coincided 
with geological discoveries that made it possible to 
explain the origin and age of the earth.28 Now, time no 
longer stretched only forward but also backward, and 
human civilisation acquired roots that reached beyond 
the biblical Flood. The geological view of history was 
also directly related to modernity in a sense other than 
the discursive one. Many geological discoveries could 
develop as a result of mining and excavations in the 
earth for minerals. This happened, for instance, in 
Scania, with the mining company Höganäsbolaget.29 
At an early stage the company had contact with the 
Swedish Museum of Natural History in Stockholm and 
the research that was conducted there. One example of 
the close links between the mining industry in Scania 
and the scientists at the Swedish Museum of Natural 
History is the five-volume work Stenkol och lera (Coal 
and clay), an outline of, among other things, the local 
and global history of the mining concern, of Scania, of 
the mines, and of fossil fuel, which was published by 
Höganäsbolaget between the years 1953 and 1959.30

 This thousand-page work describes how coal in 
Europe began to be used on a larger scale because of 

a general deforestation during the second half of the 
eighteenth century, and how, because of a lack of wood, 
people began to learn how to use this fossil fuel as a 
source of light and heat.31 But also longer perspectives 
on history are included, which is why the geologist As-
sar Hadding, in the first part of the series, soared from 
the highest point in Scania in a dizzying presentation 
of history. He wrote: “From a viewpoint on Söderåsen 
[South ridge] we would have been able to look out 
across a tropically luxuriant primeval forest, where 
water glistened among the trees. It grew in a swamp, a 
mangrove swamp, where humidity, heat, and mud cre-
ated favourable conditions for vegetation.”32 The forest 
depicted is described as the original source of the coal.
 The early contact between the Swedish Museum 
of Natural History and the officials of Höganäsbolaget 
yielded fossils from coal mining that originated in the 
regions surrounding Bjuv, Billesholm, and Höganäs to 
add to the collections—fossils of plants and animals 
that had lived during the Rhaetian age (a period in the 
evolution of Earth, about 170–200 million years ago). 
The Department of Palaeobotany of the Swedish Muse-
um of Natural History, which had responsibility for the 
museum’s representation of and research about ancient 
plant fossils, was founded in 1884 and its first director, 
Alfred Gabriel Nathorst, was also appointed then.33

 Nathorst arranged the material in the new premis-
es in Frescati in the district of Northern Djurgården in 
Stockholm when the museum moved there in 1916. In 
connection with the move, the Royal Swedish Academy 
of Sciences published a book on the history of the muse-
um. In a watercolour by Axel Ekblom reproduced in the 
book, it is early summer in an idyllic landscape where 
the hay has recently been mown.34 The illustration de-
picts Frescati the way it appeared before the stronghold 
of natural science changed the landscape. Axel Ekblom 
worked together with his wife, Thérèse Ekblom, in the 
Swedish Museum of Natural History as an illustrator. 
The couple painted and drew for researchers in botany 
and palaeobotany. Among other things, this was in 
order to reconstruct the prehistory that was hinted at in 
the fossil material collected in Scania. Axel and Thérèse 
had five children. One of them, Sven Ekblom, was also 
employed as an illustrator by the Swedish Museum of 
Natural History.35 In Stenkol och lera, one of Sven’s at-
tempts at a reconstruction “of the vegetation during the 
Rhaetian age in Scania” is reproduced.36 In the picture 
can be seen horsetails, cycads, ferns (including what 
is described as a probable seed fern [pteridosperm]), 
ginkgos, and conifers.

•

Alfred Gabriel Nathorst was not just the founder of the 
Department of Palaeobotany at the Swedish Muse-
um of Natural History. During two summers, in 1898 
and 1899, he travelled to the Arctic Ocean in order to 
make geological observations and prospect for natural 



9CPS Hans Carlsson

resources. The journey was depicted in a book that 
can best be described as a combination of a geological, 
scientific report on an area and a travelogue.37 Even if 
Nathorst was outside Swedish waters, he was careful to 
point out that he had a certain national prerogative to 
explore the area scientifically. Among other things, the 
geological finds made in Kong Karls Land in north-
eastern Svalbard, the “if not by Swedes discovered, 
then nevertheless by them in geological literature first 
mentioned and introduced land,” attracted the adven-
ture-loving geologist.38

 In Jordens historia (History of Earth), a lavishly illus-
trated, two-volume work from 1894, Nathorst describes 
both the history of Earth and the history of geology it-
self in the terms of popular science. He criticises the fact 
that the biblical myth of Genesis destroyed the embryo 
of a “correct” description of Earth’s origins that could 
be found in the work of some writers from antiquity.39 
Then he outlines a conventional history of science in 
which knowledge of the history of Earth continues to 
increase substantially as a greater understanding of ge-
ological strata is gained following careful examination 
of fossilised parts of animals and plants. 
 Linnaeus is commended for the way in which he, 
even if implicitly, defied the biblical injunction regard-
ing the young age of the earth and opposed arguments 
that fossils had been laid down in the ground during 
the Flood.40 Nathorst also makes a point about Lin-
naeus’s historical imagination, reproducing a quote 
that resembles Hadding’s, from a lookout point near 
Helsingborg: “I feel dizzy as I stand upon this height 
and look down across the long ages that have passed 
just like the waves in the Sound, and left behind almost 
whisked-out traces of the ancient world, and which are 
now capable only of whispering, since everything has 
fallen silent.”41

•

Early on, I took a liking to the lookout-time metaphors 
that were used to describe the Scanian landscape, 
because they corresponded well with my own relation-
ship to photographs of the landscapes of yesteryear 
that I found in various archives. In the archives of 
Höganäsbolaget I found images of the development of 
the mining landscape: from early etchings depicting the 
burgeoning mining industry of the eighteenth century 
to aerial photographs of the brickworks in Höganäs—
images that put me in a position to see, from my histor-
ical distance, past times and the gradual industrialisa-
tion of northwestern Scania.
 In the large-image photographs from Nathorst’s 
travels that are kept in the archives of the Swedish Mu-
seum of Natural History are magnificent landscapes, 
in this case characterised by sea, ice, and mountains 
in the northern part of the Atlantic. Here I also found 
the reproductions of the landscapes that were painted 
by the Ekblom family across generations, created in 

accordance with the rules of perspective. Sven Ekblom’s 
survey of the vegetation in Bjuv was considerably more 
pedagogic in its nature than his parents’ somewhat 
mystic depictions of dense woodland scenes with the 
light lingering on the horizon at the edge of forests 
consisting of now extinct Cordaites and Neocalamites.
 What made me continue working was the idea 
that the various materials I had found had something 
in common in the sense that they represented the view 
of modernity concerning landscape, nature, time, and 
natural resources: a view that had something to do with 
the human desire to understand, but also to describe 
(and to some extent to exploit), the surroundings. After 
some attempts to sketch various solutions for arranging 
the photographs in my studio, I eventually decided on 
the panorama as a model for the installation.
 I worked spontaneously with the images from the 
archives I had visited and tried to place them along a 
line that could be printed and fastened to the wooden 
structure that was to become a panorama. Various times 
and places ended up next to each other; the relationship 
between light and darkness and visual similarities in 
the landscape determined the composition—the Ekb-
lom family watercolours, a bison hunt from Nathorst’s 
travels, the mine at Nyvång, workers’ housing in Hö-
ganäs. Strata of time, layer upon layer.

Earth Time
The exhibition presented at the Science Shelf at the 
Science and Maritime House in 2007 was an attempt, 
as mentioned above, to relinquish too great a claim to 
being a comprehensive historiography. The museum 
has continually had a goal of creating links between 
region and person through interactive strategies. The 
linear attitude to time has, however, remained through-
out the various guises of the institution. In A Complete 
Refurbishment of These Rooms I tried to assume a position 
vis-à-vis these different ideas—the various discourses 
of place—on time and museum practice. One flaw in 
my installation was that it did not make the most of the 
museum’s different dimensions of interactivity in its 
artistic design. The aesthetics were unobtrusive. This 
was because I took a stand against tendencies that, by 
means of various methods, attempt to turn the viewer 
into a co-creator. These tendencies were already present 
in the museum, so instead I wanted to offer an obser-
vation on viewing, a bit like the break with convention 
described by Peter Gidal. This is not least because a 
dialogue about how a linear conception of time, which 
is closely connected with partly problematic ideas about 
progress as a foundational concept for society, was what 
I wanted to foreground and discuss.
 Now, after the fact, it seems clear that my attempt 
at a critical discussion about the museum did not quite 
work—the panorama installation became instead an 
example of an older type of museum practice, whereby 
certain codes and ways of seeing became exclusory 
because they presupposed a certain kind of reading.
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 Tony Bennett describes the tendency to create 
visual norms for an educated few as unusually strong 
in museums of modern art. Supported by the theo-
ries of the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, Bennett 
suggests that the modern museum of art has driven the 
idea of regulated social behaviour in connection with 
visits to the museum to extremes, and he claims that 
the whole concept of the art museum builds on mak-
ing invisible the order and the criteria of quality that 
are the rules of art and that form the foundation of a 
canonised selection of works.42 This is all too true of A 
Complete Refurbishment of These Rooms, not least because 
the subtly presented information about the work that 
was available in the form of a small folder left far too 
many visitors without any means of contextualising the 
images I was displaying. This is of course hypothetical 
self-criticism—because how can I know who reads and 
who doesn’t read a text in a museum? Wouldn’t that at 
bottom be a populist way of reasoning? But, after hav-
ing spent some time in my installation at the museum, 
I nevertheless have to point out that rather few people 

took the trouble to stop and think about their own way 
of viewing in the museum for any significant portion of 
time. 
 What I however think I achieved, at least for some 
people, was a type of museum representation that of-
fered a different relationship to time and viewing than 
the rest of the museum. The goal was to create affective 
bonds between visitors and objects that did not assume 
an observer’s position where the observer was situated 
at the end of history, but was rather continually in the 
midst of it. The coal itself was a metaphor for this work.

•

Scanian coal can be found in long so-called seams that 
extend underground in the northwestern part of the 
county. The coal, which was once a prehistoric jungle, 
demands the correct humidity, heat, pressure, and time 
in order to assume its shape. The plants in the tropical, 
primeval forest were covered by sea and sand 170 to 200 
million years ago, and new layers of stone, sand, dirt, 

Hans Carlsson

A Complete Renovation of These Rooms, 2015. Installation view. Hans Carlsson
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Höganäs industrial park, year unknown. Photograph (photograph courtesy of Stawfordska sällskapet/ Höganäs AB). Hans Carlsson
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plants, and animals would then be added like historical 
patchwork quilts over what was to become coal.43

 The coal was important to the industrialisation of 
Scania, and to the county’s early infrastructure. Already 
in the sixteenth century the coal was excavated in order 
to go through a process of dry distillation, that is, to 
become the flammable gas that provided the light in the 
county’s lighthouses. In Europe the black energy-rich 
stone began to be mined at an industrial scale during 
the same century, but in Scania large-scale production 
commenced later; the foundation for Höganäsbolaget 
was laid in 1797.44 The deforestation that followed from 
the increase in industrialisation and population was 
otherwise the single greatest reason why coal began 
to be used; it was needed in order to provide heat to 
households when there was no wood available.45 Iron-
ically enough it can be noted that deforestation often 
is, and has been, a consequence of mining; this was, for 
instance, the case in sixteenth-century England.46

 An entire small community formed around Scanian 
coal. During the nineteenth century there was an in-
crease in the production of earthenware made from the 
clay that was found surrounding the layers of coal in 
the earth’s crust. Industrial workers’ housing was built 
for the workers, and certain facilities such as bath hous-
es were built in order to attract labour to the area. In 
1903 the company Höganäs-Billesholm AB was estab-
lished through a merger between mines and industries 
in Höganäs, Bjuv, Skromberga, Gunnarstorp, Nyvång, 
and Billesholm.47 During the early twentieth century 
the history of the mining concern was characterised by 
industrial conflict. On various occasions unions were 
forbidden at the company. In spite of this, there were 
strikes on several occasions during the twentieth centu-
ry, and workers from Höganäs participated in the 1909 
Swedish general strike—a nation-wide strike due to a 
conflict between LO (the Swedish Trade Union Confed-
eration) and SAF (the Swedish Employers’ Confeder-
ation) that led to mass dismissals and to union leaders 
being forced to emigrate to the USA.48

•

In her well-known book, The Death of Nature, first pub-
lished in 1980, Carolyn Merchant describes how moder-
nity gave rise to a new way of looking at nature. During 
antiquity and the Middle Ages natural resources were 
seen as almost organically interconnected with human 
beings.49 A holistic view of society and nature charac-
terised the European world of ideas. Too much human 
involvement and too great an exploitation of natural 
resources were seen at that time as potential threats 
against a holistic natural order. Merchant claims that 
professions having to do with mining and metallurgy 
were often considered sacred; blacksmiths and mine 
workers were believed to possess shamanic qualities 
and knowledge.50 
 During the Early Modern age, during the early in-

dustrialisation and economisation of Europe, this view 
of nature slowly began to change. Natural resources 
were intended for human use, and nature was some-
thing that could be abstracted and managed for the 
good of society. Merchant uses the example of Francis 
Bacon and his book New Atlantis from 1624.51 In Bacon’s 
ideal world there are glorified descriptions of scientists 
who in their eagerness to create a better world set about 
actually shaping nature as desired. New plant and ani-
mal species are developed under the supervision of the 
scientists in a laboratory-like environment.52

•

In the literature about Höganäsbolaget there is often a 
positive, future-oriented faith in what technology can 
create. As it is in Bacon’s New Atlantis, the art of engi-
neering is highly thought of. Coal provided prosperity 
and was an important piece of the puzzle on the road to 
an industrialisation not only of Scania but of the whole 
of Sweden. In many ways then, all the disasters, strikes, 
suspensions in production, and personal tragedies that 
have characterised the coal industry are disregarded. 
In fact, for long periods of time the coal mines were not 
even profitable. Sometimes they were only used in or-
der to heat the ovens for the production of earthenware. 
During the second half of the twentieth century, one 
after the other of the Scanian mines were closed, and 
in the 1970s all pits had filled up with water and were 
inaccessible. There is, however, material that testifies 
also to this part of the history.

•

The smokestacks in the film Ångcentralens skorsten faller 
+ 12:ans skorsten [The steam power station’s smokestack 
is falling + the smokestack of No. 12] stood, until they 
were demolished in 1988, on the industrial premises of 
Höganäsbolaget, and the smoke that rose from them 
came from the steam power station that generated elec-
tricity for an energy-intensive industrial landscape.53 
This energy came from the burning of coal until 1961, 
when the last coal mine under the company’s manage-
ment was closed and oil began to be used.54 During the 
same period when the demolition of the smokestacks 
occurred, Höganäsbolaget went through significant 
changes. The company was listed on the stock exchange 
and became part of a global stock market.
 A stock-controlled industry also changed the view 
on the nature of work. In 1986 a new point rating 
system was introduced at Höganäsbolaget for employ-
ees who were paid by the hour, which meant that their 
work was assessed on the basis of three criteria: flex-
ibility, efficiency, and quality. The film Höganäs eldfast 
[Höganäs firebrick] from the same year shows the entire 
production process for firebricks. Some work was done 
manually but much of the production was done by 
machines.55
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 By 1986 Höganäsbolaget had already produced a 
large number of films about coal and clay. Most of these 
films (which are today held in trust by Stawfordska 
sällskapet, whose members are former employees of 
Höganäsbolaget) are well-directed, and the people 
in them act in accordance with the requirements of 
the production. As is the case with the literature on 
Höganäsbolaget mentioned above, the films do not pro-
vide many details about the conditions under which the 
workers lived, or about the often difficult circumstances 
that prevailed in the company’s mines during large 
parts of the twentieth century. Class conflict, epidemics, 
and poverty are conspicuous by their absence. But Ång-
centralens skorsten faller + 12:ans skorsten is a privately 
made film that contributes a measure of disorder and 
popular festivity to the otherwise so rigid and loyal his-
toriography that emerges from the Stawford collection 
of films. When I visited the archive in the winter of 2014 
in order to collect material for my degree project at the 
Art Academy, an employee told me that the rubble from 
the smokestacks was ground down and made into new 
bricks after the demolition.

Seeing
Visualisation of the past as something that can be 
looked at from a comfortably selected viewpoint where 
the epochs of history can be discerned and analysed 
from an elevated present recurs, as discussed above, in 
many writers who have described the history of science 
in Scania.
 At the Science and Maritime House in Malmö, a vis-
itor’s opportunity to merely view history has in many 
cases been complemented by an opportunity to press, 
feel, and choose ‘his’ or ‘her’ history. In some cases, this 
seems to be in order to enhance the affective dimension 
of the visit to the museum. This is not so much about a 
transfer through vision—via representations of land-
scapes and realistic illusions—but rather with a ‘join us 
in the creation of history’.
 The archives of Höganäsbolaget offer an opportu-
nity to sit down and let your eyes wander over a piece 
of local history caught on film. The company itself 
also let their customers do exactly this, by means of its 
extensive production of films, through which Höganäs-
bolaget could write itself into a historical narrative. In 

Hans Carlsson

The nuclear exhibition and the Höganäs mine represent an old-fashioned view of exhibitions. / We plan for a complete refurbishment of these 
rooms. / Meanwhile we apologise for any inconvenience, 2007. Photograph from the Malmö Museum Archive (courtesy of Johanna 
Rylander/Malmö Museer). 
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one of these films, which Stawfordska sällskapet, like 
the titles mentioned above, let me both see and borrow 
(one untitled DVD, transferred from a VHS tape of a 
film from the 1960s), the viewer is given an opportunity 
to follow a former miner (whom I have been unable to 
identify) down into the last open mine managed by the 
mining concern, the pit named Schakt Gustaf Adolf.  On 
one occasion the film shows the mine cinema that had 
been used to show customers and visitors films about 
Höganäsbolaget: abandoned red seats and a rather cosy 
underground cinema environment. The possibilities of 
self-representation caught on film one last time before 
the physical reality of the mine would be nothing but a 
memory.

•

Vision has been described as modernity’s sense above 
all others. In his book Techniques of the Observer, Jona-
than Crary claims that during the early nineteenth cen-
tury vision slowly became a sense that was disconnect-
ed from the experiences and sensations of other parts 
of the body.57 Crary uses as his starting point a method 
for the production of images that has been known since 
antiquity, the camera obscura, which created a relation-
ship between eye, body, and image (in the closed space 
that was the camera obscura’s apparatus, while simulta-
neously being its design), and placed a person and his 
or her body in relationship to a represented reality.58 
During the first decades of the nineteenth century a 
number of new technologies were developed that in-
stead made passive, fixed, and diminished the impor-
tance of the body’s position in relation to represented 
visual events: above all moving dioramas and so-called 
stereoscopes (which occurred in larger, fixed models, 
but also as small hand-held devices where various lay-
ers of images created three-dimensional effects). Crary 
argues that this development occurred in parallel with 
a new understanding of light, visualisation, and vision, 
where vision was no longer understood as analogue 
relative to reality.59 The indexicality that was earlier im-
agined to exist between vision and reality was replaced 
with an idea of the eye as a chemically controlled organ 
where visual impressions were created in the cornea as 
a function of the differing wavelengths of light. Crary 
also mentions that the increased focus on consumption 
in society, visually attractive urban environments, and 
institutional practices with a focus on surveillance cre-
ated a society where the information that was received 
by the eye triggered a control and consumption impulse 
that infiltrated large parts of society as well as human 
existence.60

 Tony Bennett’s description of museum culture 
in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe partly 
paints a different picture of the importance of vision, at 
least in the institutional practice that is the museum. It 
is true that this institution focused on vision as a ped-
agogical prerequisite for its activities, but movement 

through museum environments where the passage of 
history was represented by walking through history 
was equally important. Bennett argues that this control 
of movement in the museum corresponded to “new” 
patterns of behaviour in urban space.61 But if this latter 
practice focused on free strolling done by a flâneur, the 
former had a clearer focus on creating a regulated pat-
tern of movement with a pedagogical aim. Bennett also 
stresses the point that the museum (like other public 
institutions such as amusement parks and marketplac-
es) created environments where people could see each 
other’s movements and patterns of behaviour, and that 
the public space that began to emerge at the end of the 
eighteenth century was a function of a state that shaped 
subjects who, to a great extent, educated themselves 
and each other through looking, conduct, and move-
ment.62

•

The oscillation between active and passive, between 
the fixation and the activation of the human body in 
the service of the museum (history, society, and time), 
indicates two different poles in the relationship between 
viewer and that which is viewed. The subject of the 
modern gaze appears to be on the one hand a self that 
has been fixed and made passive, on the other, a mobile 
person who is coordinated into certain behaviours with 
the eye and the body in symbiosis. These presumed 
spectator positions can also be found in the discussion 
on an early form of mass medium, the panorama.

•

Stephan Oettermann writes in his book The Panorama: 
History of a Mass Medium about the relationship between 
the panorama and the Panopticon penitentiary that 
Jeremy Bentham began promoting in 1787.63 Bentham’s 
prison was circular; the prison guards were placed in 
the middle of the building with the cells on the perime-
ter surrounding the guard tower. The guards were hid-
den in darkness, while the prison cells were constantly 
illuminated. The important part of this surveillance 
model was that the prisoners were, theoretically speak-
ing, continually monitored without being aware of this 
fact because they were unable to see their guards. It has 
been said about the creator of the first panorama, Rob-
ert Baker, that he got the idea for the panorama while 
he was in debtor’s prison. 
 The motifs that frequently occurred in panorama 
paintings mirrored the interests of a new urban middle 
class. These motifs were often taken from a countryside 
that appeared ever more inaccessible in the industrial-
ised cities. The circular paintings, which grew in size 
and were given increasingly imposing architectonic 
exteriors during the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries, belong to the same category of early amusement 
industries as the parks, marketplaces, and amusement 
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parks that arrived in the cities as the industrialisation 
of Europe progressed. Oettermann goes so far as to 
compare the panorama tradition with the medium of 
television and the passivity-inducing pleasure that the 
latter would come to offer:

The television of today is a direct descendant of 
the panorama. As the body and mind recuperate 
from work that is all too often intellectually and 
psychologically deadening, an injection of vicarious 
adventure and excitement via television counteracts 
those effects, while keeping the body immobilized. 
Psychological regeneration is effected through the 
eyes.64

The very idea of taste sanctioned by some authority was 
challenged by the popular aesthetic expressions that 
industrialisation brought in its train. Apart from the 
rural motifs, classical battlefield scenes and urban views 
were often reproduced in the panoramas; during the 
nineteenth century, historical scenes of great national or 
religious importance also became increasingly popular.
 Another popular early medium created for pleasure 
was theatre in the form of Spectacles de Décoration. 
One of the founders of this genre was Jean-Nicolas 
Servandoni, who called the entire experience a theatre 
without actors. Visual effects and an illusionary and 
strictly perspectivistic stage scenery were the highlights 
of the scenic experience. Also in this form of theatre, 
spectacular buildings, battles from wars, and urban 
views were reproduced, all according to the taste of the 
masses. But, as Oettermann makes clear, the theatre of 
spectacle was still restricted by formal limitations that 
ensured it never became a true mass medium. This 
form of theatre was aimed in a single direction in the 
auditorium: forward, towards the place where the most 
important members of the audience sat, i.e., the aristoc-
racy, and in Servandoni’s case, ultimately the French 
king, Louis XV.65

 But it is nevertheless interesting that it is precisely 
the material, the colour, and the scenic experience that 
was meant to create identification in the Spectacles de 
Décoration genre. At the time of the panorama and its 
various predecessors and ancillaries, precisely such 
links appear to have been formed between spectator 
and material culture. In his book Illusions in Motion, 
media historian Erkki Huhtamo compares the structure 
of the panorama with Chinese garden art, according 
to which a visitor can experience a garden in three dif-
ferent ways: through a stroll, a ramble, or a more ritual 
procession.66 The first two attitudes are characterised by 
a more aimless presence. The last variant offers a more 
ritual way through the garden landscape. The body is 
restrained within a predetermined order. The various 
predecessors of the panorama consisted of, among 
other things, portable peep-show boxes, whereby 
manipulating a button or handle, or some other manual 
movement, caused the pictures to advance. These also 

came in larger variants, whereby a screen was rolled out 
before the spectator’s eyes (these paintings are called 
“extended panoramas” by Oettermann). In these media 
can be found the more ritual movement, but without 
movement of the body. Vision is restrained by a visual 
order that is not unlike that which was offered to the 
middle classes when they gazed out of a window in a 
train compartment or from a steamship. Sometimes the 
extended panoramas were double-sided and precisely 
depicted journeys along well-known rivers or roads. 
Sometimes the visitor’s platform was also shaped like a 
boat or a carriage. 
 But in the circular panorama, more room was left 
for an aimless “rambling” of the eye, something that 
Huhtamo also emphasises (evidently in opposition to 
the position Oettermann takes when he compares the 
spectators of the medium of television and the panora-
ma), even though he argues that this medium also, like 
all forms of visual communication, imposes limitations 
for the eye.67

•

Some conclusions can be drawn regarding the develop-
ment of the panorama. It served the masses, and it was 
an attempt to create a visual experience that, discursive-
ly speaking, was closely connected with other visual ex-
periences and performances in the late eighteenth and 
the nineteenth centuries (for example, a fascination for 
viewpoints). The medium also made use of the oppor-
tunity to bind the spectator to a ritualised viewing of 
images, whereby a fixed movement bound him or her 
to a particular order and a particular narrative. At the 
same time, the panorama allowed a certain measure of 
active participation and required the movement of the 
spectator. A third interesting finding is that the panora-
ma broke down a relationship in art that had simultane-
ously begun to strengthen at the end of the eighteenth 
century: the development of originality and an enthusi-
asm for the creating artistic subject. In the panorama, an 
individual painter’s effort was less important; what was 
relevant instead was the experience that was created for 
the audience. In the same way, human performances 
were swept off the stage in the tradition of the Specta-
cles de Décoration. The materials and the objects were 
what created identification and what transported the 
spectator to different times and places.
 A media-based discussion about the panorama, and 
later also the panoramas that contained moving details 
and light effects, could fill an educational purpose. 
Some people dismissed them as mere products for 
pleasure, while others argued that the pomposity of the 
expression could create a feeling of participation when 
it had to do with, for example, a feeling for the past.68

Doing
The panorama was aimed at a collective. It is also inter-
esting to note that this collectivity also permeated the 

Hans Carlsson



16

Stenkolsfälten i Skåne, year unknown. Photographic reprodction of map (photograph courtesy of Stawfordska 
 sällskapet/Höganäs AB). Hans Carlsson
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Photographic reproduction of a water color painting of the extict speicies Cycadeoidea, painted by Thérèse Ekblom in 1916, 1916. Photographic 
reproduction of a water color painting (photgraph courtesy of The Swedish Museum of Natural History). Hans Carlsson
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craftsmanship that went into constructing the gigantic 
paintings. 
 The European panoramas of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries could cover a surface of approxi-
mately five hundred square metres.69 The early versions 
were, as a rule, smaller than the ones that would be 
realised later; this was because the visitors to panora-
mas that were too small often became afflicted with 
vertigo—the illusion of depth and perspective could 
not be connected with the perception of the limits of the 
room on a surface that was too small.70 The important 
thing when a panorama was constructed was precisely 
that it would become a closed world where the illusion 
concealed how the painting was constructed. Often the 
work was preceded by sketching at a chosen site, which 
could take weeks to complete. Careful research into de-
tails and special characteristics were desirable (not least 
because the future audience would easily be able to see 
through a deficient degree of veracity in the reproduc-
tion of clothes, architecture, and so on).71

 The painted screen in a panorama was usually 
sewn together from many smaller sections of fabric; it 
was an art in itself to get the seams between the sections 
to be as invisible as possible. The foundation was then 
nailed up a little bit at a time on boards along the ceil-
ing and floor, a grid was drawn on the entire surface to 
facilitate the transfer from sketch to painting, and even-
tually work could be commenced with paint and brush. 
The painting itself was also done collectively. Often 
experts in various areas were employed: architecture 
was painted by one person, animals by another, and 
people by a third. In craftsmanship, artistic originality 
itself was challenged by the popularised circular forms 
of painting. The demands of the audience reached into 
the craftsmanship process that was needed to represent 
the various panoramic motifs as realistically as possible. 
Because several artists usually worked on the same 
panorama, the painters had to relinquish their individ-
ual styles in favour of the group and the best result for 
the painting.72 The worst thing that could happen was 
for one of the painters to try to outdo the others in skill, 
as demands were high for a coherent experience. One 
critical visitor, for instance, complained that the smoke 
from the chimneys in Thomas Horner’s Panorama of 
London (1829) moved in different directions, and that 
the painting thus lacked a consistent wind direction!73

 My own attempt at a kind of model of the panora-
ma, or at an installation with the panorama as a model, 
demanded significant resources to realise, and in many 
ways was a task that depended on people other than 
myself. At the time of the installation of my work, the 
Science and Maritime House built a large aquarium in 
the main building of Malmö Museer; the little help I 
had been promised quickly vanished. After lengthy in-
quiries I eventually had to find a person who could as-
sist me with the lighting, another who could lower the 
sound in the surrounding exhibitions, and so on. I knew 
one technician from earlier at Malmö Art Museum 

(which is a sister organisation to Malmö Museer), and 
I was given help putting up a wall text that welcomed 
visitors. In this wall text I also mentioned a number of 
people who have been of great help in my work, and 
without whose assistance I would not have found any 
material and would not have been given a context for 
the photographs I used in the installation: museum 
staff, volunteers in archives, and artist colleagues who 
have been working with coal extraction in their own art. 
Of course, I also made use of the help that was available 
at Malmö Art Academy in the form of machines with 
which to saw and shape wood, transport help when I 
needed material, help with carrying things, tips, and 
advice.

•

In the book The Craftsman, sociologist Richard Sennett 
dips into the history of craftsmanship.74 He poses ques-
tions about what it means to do a good job from a social 
and community perspective. Sennett also investigates 
the various contexts that have surrounded craftsman-
ship in history, for instance the medieval workshop, and 
what consequences these contexts have had for people.
 During the Renaissance something that resembled 
artistic quality began to be contrasted with craftsman-
ship and more functionally directed value judgments. 
Benvenuto Cellini, the sixteenth-century nonpareil 
goldsmith, is mentioned by Sennett as an example of 
the new relationship to expressivity and subjectiv-
ity with respect to the work of the hand during the 
Renaissance.75 Cellini did not see himself primarily as 
a craftsman, but had demands that the materials he 
used would be given expressivity and character. The 
headstrong goldsmith still depended on his workshop 
and the collective work of other people, but he, just 
as his clients, had increasingly high demands for a 
personal, autonomous expression in the products that 
were manufactured. Paradoxically enough, this led to 
the disappearance of a certain social security that had 
existed in the medieval workshop.76

 Sennett argues that medieval workshops, which 
were, among other things, the workplaces of the gold-
smiths’ guild, were places where social relationships 
and ritual rules for skill prevailed and created security. 
Here, craftsmanship and social sustainability depend-
ed on the relationship between freedom, authority, 
and singularity.77 As the industrialisation of Europe 
increased, the relationships between people in early 
modern contexts of production, which had already been 
challenged by artistic autonomy, would be complicated 
by an increased mechanisation of work and production. 
This, argues Sennett, laid the foundation for a kind of 
harsh criticism of modernity, including John Ruskin’s 
ideas of human—the hand’s—activities and feelings of 
existential well-being.78

 For Sennett, craftsmanship is a process that stems 
from the direct communication with a material, wheth-
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er this is music, text, clay, or steel. Through knowledge 
from practice and transformations of the material he 
or she has at hand, and knowledge about his or her 
own shortcomings and an openness towards these, the 
craftsman becomes a pragmatist. The social implica-
tions of people living out their capacity of performing 
a job well, or of learning a craft, is that they are placed 
outside themselves and attain a capacity to critically 
reflect on their own deficiencies vis-à-vis themselves 
and other people. Sennett also argues that societies that 
do not create an opportunity for people to develop their 
professional skills and professional pride suffer from 
such deficiencies that they in the end risk becoming 
inhuman and counterproductive. People must have an 
opportunity to become producers of their own existence 
and have the power to shape their own lives. 
 Interesting parallels can be drawn between Sen-
nett’s ideas and an environment that was discussed 
above, the Swedish Museum of Natural History in 
Stockholm. Science historian Jenny Beckman has 
investigated how the museum has, since the end of 
the nineteenth century, based its research on close 
cooperation among research assistants and other more 
technically oriented personnel, artists, and scientists.79 
Mr. and Mrs. Ekblom, Thérèse and Axel, the artists who 
worked with presenting Scania in paintings the way it 
looked 170 million years ago, were one of the cogs in 
the social machinery. They worked hard at the end of 
the nineteenth century, not just for the researchers in the 
Department of Palaeobotany, but also for researchers 
in botany and biology. Thérèse came from a family of 
artists; her father was a scenery painter at the Royal 
Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm, and her husband, Axel, 
had grown up in a family of gardeners on Kungshol-
men in the same city.80 As mentioned previously, the 
couple’s son followed in their footsteps, but also the 
couple’s daughter Viola (who in an amazing picture 
owned by the Bergius Foundation can be seen sitting on 
a leaf of a giant water lily in Victoriahuset in the Bergius 
Botanic Garden near the Swedish Museum of Natural 
History) would eventually work as a museum assis-
tant.81 Also, their daughter Karin Linnea would work 
at the museum for portions of her life. Beckman argues 
that the Ekblom family were “craftsmen rather than art-
ists” and “assistants rather than researchers.”82 In social 
terms they did not differ significantly from curators or 
research assistants. However, Beckman claims, a certain 
touch of artistic “glamour” nevertheless characterised 
the family, who had plants named after them and who 
had a close and mutually respectful relationship with 
their employers, the researchers.83

•

The job of research assistant was a step on the career 
ladder at the Swedish Museum of Natural History in 
the direction of jobs that involved greater responsibility 
and possibly power. In my work at the museum I bene-

fited greatly from my relationship with Ove Johansson, 
who is presently employed as a curator and research 
assistant there. He has helped me fact-check texts in 
my work with coal, museums, and watercolours with 
prehistoric motifs. Ove also gave me access to digital 
archives and to the amazing premises that house the 
Department of Palaeobotany. Researchers, research 
assistants, and other participants in the research process 
at the Department of Palaeobotany today sit side by 
side in what once was a museum, which is why Thérèse 
Ekblom’s dense paintings of prehistory cover the walls. 
 On one occasion, Ove clarified that the Cycadeoidea, 
an extinct seed plant that appears in one of Thérèse’s 
paintings (and which was included in the panorama in-
stallation) was incorrect, and that new research findings 
have explained that the flowers were not as open as the 
watercolour from 1916 suggests.84

•

Another person who was important in my work with A 
Complete Refurbishment of These Rooms was my supervi-
sor, the artist Matts Leiderstam. I discussed with him 
what should be done with the joints that would neces-
sarily be visible in my installation. It transpired that the 
large-format printer I was using could not produce an 
image twelve-metres long, so instead I papered the im-
age section by section onto five modules that, once they 
had been prepared, were joined into a circle. After a 
miscalculation (the inside of the wood of course became 
shorter than the outside of the curved modules), I had 
to cut off one centimetre of image from each module. 
However, this made no difference; in fact, it was not 
noticeable at all once the light had been adjusted in the 
museum, and a person in the middle of the panorama 
would experience a totality and the flow of the horizon 
through the various images. 
 As mentioned above, in the great European pan-
oramas everything was done to maintain the illusion 
and to transport a spectator’s senses to other places and 
times. Apart from the already mentioned demands of 
an aesthetic homogeneity, other factors regarding light 
and composition also had to be considered. Because the 
panorama, logically speaking, had to go from light to 
darkness in its composition, and daylight in many cases 
was the only source of light that could be used in the 
circular buildings, the painting was often planned so 
that the north in the painting also was north in reality.85 
Therefore, the illusion was often at its most powerful 
when viewed at the same time of day as was represent-
ed in the painting. As already mentioned, the spectator 
was also surrounded to the point of vertigo by the reali-
ty of the panorama. The only place where the eye could 
go was the wall surface; a small roof above the viewing 
platform screened off the top edge of the painting. 
 For my own part, the illusion was instead some-
thing I tried to avoid, in spite of my problems with the 
far-too-obvious joints. It was important to keep the con-
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struction of the panorama itself visible. The first thing 
that the visitor encountered when entering the room I 
had at my disposal in the museum was the back of the 
construction, and it required a voluntary act, a slight 
bending of the body, to get into the panorama, to get 
inside the circle of images. As already mentioned, I also 
broke off long sections of the horizon with close-ups 
and less distinct perspectives. This was, however, not 
done without creating a certain totality and a feeling of 
being surrounded by a reality of one’s own. The photo-
graphs measured approximately 30 x 20 cm in size, and 
behind them the wooden surface of the MDF boards in 
the construction were visible. The images were placed 
at the average eye level of an adult, so that while the 
surrounding reality could be seen—the ceiling and the 
floor of the room—a natural relaxed position of the 
head would lead the eyes back into the story I wanted 
to tell. The goal was to achieve an oscillation in the 
visitor’s attention, an oscillation between virtuality and 
the meta-consciousness of the space and the production 
that had gone into what was being viewed.

•

The collectivity that once characterised the construction 
of the classic panoramas, and which in part was repeat-
ed in A Complete Refurbishment of These Rooms, was in 
many ways conspicuous by its absence in the finished 
work that this essay has discussed. The problems with 
authority and singularity that, according to Sennett, 
were characteristic of the dissolution of the guild sys-
tem can perhaps be compared to the process through 
which I, in my work, allowed a large number of initia-

tives to disappear into a very hermeneutic end result. 
In brief, this was an interesting aspect of the work that 
did not remain in the final installation. As fascinating a 
story as artistry in the service of science as the example 
of the Ekblom family could have formed the point of 
departure for such work, which could also have been 
tied to the social relationships at the Swedish Museum 
of Natural History (and at Malmö Museer) today.
 In the same way that fixed positions were main-
tained between me as an artist and other participants as 
passive co-creators, I never moved beyond a dichotomy 
where the fixed position of the observer in the museum 
space was determined in relation to the material that 
was viewed. As mentioned above, this was a conscious 
choice that I made in relation to the partly populist aes-
thetics that I thought I could see as characteristic of the 
Science and Maritime House. But I am at the same time 
aware that a more circular respect for attention, doing, 
and understanding that places the observer by turns in-
side and outside himself or herself, like Sennett’s ideal 
craftsman, would have been able to add many dimen-
sions to my work and to the results of it. A museum is a 
public place that has a responsibility for the well-being 
of its visitors and their capacity for feeling like complete 
and participating subjects. It would have been interest-
ing to combine the consistent iconoclasm of Peter Gidal 
with Richard Sennett’s optimistic ideas about personal 
development. The question is, however, how that could 
have been done with an honest enough attempt so as to 
enable a serious discussion about museum (and other 
visual) conventions, such as, for instance, the concept of 
linear time.
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