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Mikael Olsson: Around 2000, | got access to Bruno Mathsson’s summer house
in Frosakull, which he designed in 1960. | arrived, entered and realised that it had
been untouched for years. It was full of original furniture and objects, including
cutlery and Mathsson’s personal belongings. Parts of the house were degraded;
fungus grew on walls, the fibre reinforced plastic roof had become yellowish.
Despite nature starting to reclaim the house, its elegance and naturalness
remained.

Initially, | felt a mix of attraction and repulsion. | couldn’t stop thinking about
what this feeling meant. | decided to ask the owners if | could have the keys to
the house and initiate a photographic project about it. To finish the work, | felt
that | needed to stay there longer, | needed to explore how the building was
changing and what effect it was having on me.

I got the keys, and for many years, | went there whenever | wanted. Nobody was
really using the house during this time. | was there by myself and did not invite
other people. It was a place of artistic exploration. During the summer | went
there for longer periods. In the winter or spring, it got very cold; when it was cold
outside, it was even colder inside. You can sense this in some of my images.
Inside, there were buckets of water, frozen solid, even in the beginning of May.

The house is a full-scale test of Mathsson’s ideas on how to dwell. Movable
walls, a stove on wheels. You could actually cook both inside and outside. And
Mathsson himself sometimes even slept outside. When looking out from the
house during the daytime, you see nature either through glass or corrugated
plastic walls.



Nature becomes a scene where things happen. You observe it and can see how
the wind moves the trees. In the evening, the opposite is true. The house is a
scene to the people passing by. Nature disappears into darkness and moving
silhouettes emerge. They are sharp and explicit in the living room and blurred in
the courtyard, because of how the plastic panels distort the shapes and soften
the contours.

As a photographer, an artist, | treated the house as a painter going to his studio. |
went there to dive in and explore the depths and possibilities of image making.
The questions that guided me were:

How can architecture be represented in a two-dimensional image? What is
photography? | wanted to experiment.

WHAT WERE THE EXPERIMENTS ABOUT?

In the beginning, | was quite cautious. | arranged different ‘settings’ and took
fast Polaroid’s, before putting everything back how it had been. Somehow, |
thought that somebody would come back to see how it looked, to check what |
was up to. But after a while | felt quite at home in the house and became more
relaxed. | even started cooking there, using Mathsson’s cutlery.

Over the years, | rearranged the space many times to uncover its hidden
potential; to deconstruct and see beyond its obvious spatial organisation. | was
just testing. Composing images, taking photographs, printing.

The house became a testbed. | even took parts of the ceiling down to unfold new
spatial possibilities. In my book Sédrakull Frésakull several different rooms are
present. These images are fused into a series which gives the impression of the
house as a much larger space than it is. Looking at the floor plan, you realise that
it’s a small house - around 10 x 15 meters, including the external patio.

For me the whole experience was a perfect opportunity to question the idea of
what an image of architecture was, or what it could be. | was experimenting with
how the building and its interior could help me create images that would attract
the gaze of a viewer.

HOW DID YOUR OWN WORK EVOLVE DURING THE EXPERIMENTS AT
FROSAKULL?

During the project | explored different ways of representation, of how to show
and represent space. That’s why | can now easily shift back and forth between
commissions and my own artistic projects. It’s about handling different kinds of
representations and ideas - and now | know how to switch from a
representation mode which harmonises with my client’s, aesthetics preferences
to the one that engages me personally.

My own work always deals with image, history and photography. When | do
commissions, | am not an artist. But | use my artistic knowledge to strengthen
the work of the client in the form of an image.

At the start, | just went to the house and photographed. But after a while, | had
to restart my mind to see what | actually saw. | like to use a 4 x 5 analogue
camera and with this you work really slowly. Your mind slows down. You start
thinking about what appears in front of the camera. You are concentrated. All
this leads to observations that remain in your mind for years.

A common problem of perception is that it quickly becomes mindless and
superficial. You need to discipline yourself to look outside the box. ,You can’t see



the forest for the trees”. You’ve seen a tree so many times, that you eventually
stop perceiving it. | often tell myself to restart - to allow my mind to perceive
what is in front of it, as if it were there for the first time.

YOUR BOOK SODRAKULL FROSAKULL SHOWS TWO DIFFERENT
HOUSES AND DIFFERENT WAYS OF APPROACHING THEM.

Yes, the other house, in Sédrakull, was Mathsson’s full time residence. \When |
first visited it, nobody lived there. It was in disrepair, and | didn’t have access. |
walked around and took Peeping Tom images.

I guess everybody recognises the feeling of finding an abandoned house and
being interested in how it looks inside. You go close, and with your eyes you try
to penetrate the interior. | wanted to translate this moment into photographs.
Those pictures became the beginning of the book - the more abstract images.

DO YOU THINK THE ABANDONED SUMMER HOUSE PROVOKES A
DEEPER FEELING OF SADNESS THAN THE ABANDONED RESIDENCE?

Things are changing. My idea of photography is not at all nostalgic. Even if
Mathsson’s house represents some kind of nostalgia, it also represents, in an
extreme and concentrated way, ideas that are deeply rooted in the modern
Swedish society. Mathsson was an important designer. He had ideas and
preferences that clearly found expression in his projects. He was very interested
in naturism, fitness, lightness, air, sun.

Mathsson went to the USA. He met Edgar Kaufmann, a curator at MoMA. He
was introduced to the American architectural scene. He met Mies van der
Rohe’s client Mrs. Farnsworth. She even bought Mathsson’s furniture, and it is
his furniture that we see in the original photographs of the Farnsworth House.
He visited Charles and Ray Eames during the construction of their house in Los
Angeles.

When building with 1950’s plastic elements, the house is not meant to be there
forever. A stone house, on the other hand, can stand for centuries. A paper house
has fragility in its DNA. It will disappear. To accept the condition of temporary
existence is interesting, | think. It’s very relaxing. | guess that it is what | like
about the summer house in Frésakaull. It forces you to question your idea of what
a house is. In such a structure you start to act in a less conventional way. You
don’t do the obvious. Its undefined open character invites you to try things out. It
creates the unexpected. That’s what attracts me to it. | find it healthy and good
for the mind.

The house doesn’t have a center. There is no central heating; the definition of
where the warmth begins and where it stops is diffuse. The house is somehow
everywhere and nowhere. It’s not a house that comforts you with easy
associations and predictability. It is for these reasons, that | find the Frosakull
house much more interesting and universal than sad or nostalgic.

I have visited nearly all of Mathsson’s other houses, too. | went to see them
because | believed that they would help me to understand his work and ideas
better (and | also made a film on his row houses in the Swedish town of Kosta).
Sometimes | met owners boasting about original chairs and wearing jackets
from the fifties. Some people like being controlled by the past, by memories of
better times or arbitrary sentiments. This surprises me.

I try to exclude all sentimentality from my work. Even if the motif is sentimental, |
don’t want to herald this as a message. | think it’s dangerous.



AND NOW, DID THE SALE OF THE HOUSE CUT ALL POSSIBILITIES OF
GOING THERE?

Yes, and it’s a good thing. If | still had the keys, | would go there and take more
pictures. At some point, | wanted to stop. At one point the owners even asked if |
wanted to buy the house!

I declined, because if | had bought it, | would have become its prisoner. | was so
obsessed by it.

WHAT WERE YOU OBSESSED ABOUT?

How to make interesting images.

WHICH IDEAS ARE YOU WORKING WITH RIGHT NOW?
The difference between the perception of the object and the object itself.

In my work, the object itself is less important than the perceptive experiments it
allows. However, an image is always a description in some way. You can’t get
away from that. Using analogue film, photography is a relief of the world in front
of you. But it’s a technical reproduction. A camera is not a machine. It’s an
apparatus. Using different lenses, | articulate my ideas on perception and
representation, regardless of the object.

It’s not about the material, it’s not about the object, it’s not about the motif. It’s
about how you approach it, how you articulate it. Once you understand this as
an architect or an artist it changes the way you look at things. WWhen you work as
a documentarist, it’s about what’s there. But when you work as an artist, or as an
image maker, it’s a combination of facts and imagination, as the author Péter
Nadas notes in on | auf, the book | did on the Serpentine Gallery project by
Herzog & de Meuron and Ai Weiwei. |, so to speak, borrow the buildings to
create an “autonomous space”.

I will explore these themes - perception, displacement, liminal spaces - further
in a project on Sigurd Lewerentz, which | have been working on since 2000.
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