
 

 

Habitat Lövin 

 

The year is 2022, and a visit to Moderna Museet’s (The Museum of Modern Art) Björn Lövin 

exhibition Den omgivande verkligheten (“The Surrounding Reality”) is an overwhelming and 

complex journey in time and space. Orientation-wise, I am fully aware that I am in an 

exhibition space at a Swedish museum for contemporary art. However, this is something I 

soon forget and I feel as though I am transported to another kind of museum where the 

dwelling site of the species homo sapiens is being presented. The passage between the 

entrance of the exhibition and an apartment door to someone’s home takes me along a street 

surrounded by window displays filled with all sorts of objects and goods. It then continues 

through an ordinary stairwell in a typical apartment building with clear timestamps from the 

Million Programme. What sort of creature lives here and who, just like us visitors, works 

their way through a landscape of consumer goods on their way home? 

 

Biologiska museet (The Biological Museum) is located on Djurgården in Stockholm. At the 

time of its opening in 1893, it was at the forefront of a form of presentation where 

entertainment and knowledge were unified in what is often referred to as habitat diorama. 

Habitat can be defined as an organism’s living environment, the kind of place in which it 

lives and grows. And a diorama is the arrangement of objects and volumes which creates a 

perspective summary in an attempt to recreate an environment. The context and the 

educational ambition define potential narratives originating from how the representation is 

conducted. This contrasts with a traditional form of presentation in a museum, where the 

objects are displayed in comparison to each other and deprived of their original context. 

 

At Moderna Museet, when you open the door, on the ground floor of the stairwell, you enter 

an apartment which either belongs to an Almgren, a P or a Dahlström. A soft light seeps 

through the drawn blinds in the living room. In the kitchen, however, an opaque blind hinders 

any light from entering. The artworks that hang on the walls and in a walk-in closet that 

appears to function as a studio space and storage unit for a working artist identifies the 

apartment owner as someone with a specific interest in visual arts. The apartment’s collection 

of objects and constructed spatialities could be included in the habitat diorama tradition and 

function as presentations of living environments placed in a landscape which now, in 2022, 

are experienced as time-capsules from a distant past. 

 



 

 

At Biologiska museet, it is Norden (the Nordic countries), with a landscape populated by 

Nordic animals and plants, which is reconstructed. Here, the idea is that no human traces 

should be visible. The landscape is inhabited by all sorts of animals whose skins are mounted 

on constructed bodies, placed in a constructed landscape where trees and vegetation co-exist 

with painted surfaces to create an illusion of spatiality and context. This habitat includes, 

through its seamless circular presentation, a diverse range of biotopes which together tell us 

about the nation of Sweden and its nature as part of the geographically, historically and 

culturally defined area known as Norden. The welcoming text above the entrance - Nordens 

djurvärld sedd i naturen (“The Nordic countries’ animal world as seen in nature”) - describes 

what awaits the visitor. It is not easy to adhere to an all-encompassing definition of the term 

Norden. And this also applies to the term nature. A possible reading, some 125 years after the 

opening, is that the viewer is greeted by a theatre where the animals are actors in an advanced 

botanical scenography where life clock’s unrelenting chimes are decreased to a minimum. 

And the context is nature in Norden.  

 

Gustaf Kolthoff was the main character behind introducing this form of presentation, habitat 

diorama, in Sweden. He himself united the most important functions for the creation of 

Biologiska museet - namely, the zoologist, the hunter and the conservationist. Together with 

the artist Bruno Liljefors and the architect Agi Lindegren he created a sort of 

multidisciplinary artwork which still remains.  

 

At Moderna Museet, when I leave the apartment through a door in P’s living room, I end up 

in the next environment, which, in turn, leads me into even further environments. This 

wandering creates several possible narratives with a movement from the private to the public. 

Subsequent environments add to the possibility that the artist, alternately the anthropologist 

Lövin through his artistic deed, followed in the footsteps of the zoologist, alternately the 

artist Gustav Kolthoff, by bringing to surface a surrounding landscape through installed 

environments, alternately habitat diorama. In the case of Lövin, it is an environment of 

humans and artists, their habitat from the private through the entrepreneurial to the art 

institutions.  

 

In the exhibition material from Moderna Museet, version 2022, it is evident that none of 

Lövin’s previous environments remain, and what we now face are reconstructions of previous 

exhibitions, which are now interpreted and recreate a similar mood as when they were first 



 

 

shown. In an attempt to try and figure out how this reconstruction unravelled, I enlist the help 

of Peo Olsson, the photographer behind the images in a book released in 2019 with the title 

Sorteras under: Le travail/Björn Lövin. A book in which Lövin’s earlier environments are 

also reconstructed but where the book serves as the architecture.  

 

This is what Olsson’s attempt to figure out what the production chain looks like, so that I can 

understand it in some sort of chronology: Sometime around 2014, Olsson and his colleagues 

Katarina Sjögren and Jonas Williamsson initiated a project to search for visual material from 

previous exhibitions in the form of production and installation photographs. They searched 

through Isabella Lövin’s (Björn Lövin’s daughter) private archive in the form of a couple of 

suitcases, in (artist, pataphysicist, writer, curator etc.) Mats B Rindeskär’s estate and 

continued in the archives at Moderna Museet and Stockholms Stadsmuseum (Stockholm City 

Museum), Centre Pompidou in Paris and Malmö Konsthall. The starting point for the 

collaborative work was a Xerox copy of a sketch the trio found at Verket in Avesta and on 

which Lövin presents how all his environments could cooperate “under one roof” in the form 

of a “total exhibition”. 

 

Proposal - a documentation image from 1971 

 

They initially organised the found visual material based on drawings and descriptions to 

create the most accurate picture of the installations possible. This was followed by an attempt 

to measure everything to build a skeleton in the 3D program SketchUp. Using black and 

white 35mm negatives to distinguish the temporally and culturally coded objects and to 

recreate them in a digital environment entails a large portion of interpretation but also an 

understanding of the objects in the installations and their visual characteristics and cultural 

meaning. 

 

Leaving behind the computer's screen and returning towards some sort of representation 

including a sense of space have, in the next step with a straightforward test rendering, created 

something which Olsson describes as ghosts – colour- and contrastless images filled with 

flawed representations of volumes, objects and surfaces. Then reconstructed  3D objects and 

qualities are added in order to follow the original visual material as closely as possible. It can 

be, for example, paving stones, lamps, mannequins, clothes, backgrounds, ovens, chairs, 

lamps, and so on, which, once modulated, are put into their respective places.  



 

 

 

Proposal - a ghost image 

 

The next step is the 3D-modelling program Autodesk 3ds Max where all components – 

created 3D objects, tactile properties such as texture, gleams and reflections and shadings are 

joined together as a whole. This is also where the "photographing" takes place in a sort of 

viewport–functioning as a viewfinder. This is where the placement of the camera and its 

height from the floor is adjusted. Here, tilt/shift functions are adjusted under the architectural 

photographer's rulebook to create a sharp rectilinearity. This is where a sort of simulation or 

emulation takes place, where the photographer (Olsson), who is situated in the digital world, 

attempts to act as a photographer in a traditional shooting situation. The lighting also happens 

here, and the exposure can be compared to saving (Command S), and the developing interacts 

with the rendering. It is a contemporary visual practice with multiple hybrid functions with 

analogies in a more traditional photographic practice.  

 

The actual rendering is handed over to a server somewhere. The rendering time stands in 

relation to the amount of information - something from half an hour to several days. Very 

little light, longer rendering times – more light, shorter. For example: If “the light” appears as 

indirect sunlight that enters the window through a curtain, bounces around the room, and 

finally strikes an apple on a table, there is a massive amount of calculations for the computer.  

After the rendering, a file is returned containing all the objects in the image sliced into layers 

with different forms of information, for example, with the objects clearly marked for it so that 

cutting out the background goes fast when you want to go in and make changes. So to create 

the final image; the colours and light now need to be adjusted. And to add wear and tear in a 

sort of manual intervention, or patination, which Olsson prefers to do himself. Based on a 

diverse range of older photographic material and within the format of a book, Björn Lövin’s 

environments emerge in a reconstructed visual guise characterised by contemporary 

visualisation techniques. Four years later, these reconstructions form the basis for the 

exhibition Den omgivande verkligheten at Moderna Museet. You can say that the book’s 

digital coverage has functioned as an aid to catch sight of Lövin’s sketch and has enabled the 

further research conducted by others for the Moderna presentation.  

 

The reproduction of artworks often entails a reconstruction based on the original artwork. 

Authenticity and genuineness are often under negotiation throughout the process. Who 



 

 

reproduces and for whom is of the most importance. Words such as version, copy, duplicate, 

doublet, replica, reconstruction, facsimile are more or less synonymous with shifts in 

meaning within the field of reproduction. Art forgery is a kind of art reproduction without 

permission. Regardless of intent, reproduction and distribution are both the means and 

objective in themselves for the person who is in some way engaged in the industry of art 

production. The authenticity can still be considered valid if the recreation is sanctioned and 

controlled.   

 

A possible approach is to view reproductions as a means of translation from one material to 

another: from canvas to paper, from clay to bronze etc. etc. This reproduction means, in the 

particular niche of art reproductions, that the industry puts regulations and customs together 

to in some way maintain the concept of authenticity despite endless possibilities for diversity. 

To separate the original from the copy is not so straightforward. IAA (International 

Association of Arts) have put together five points to distinguish original artworks from art 

reproductions. This includes the artist’s presence, information on the size of the edition and 

the impossibility of yet more reproduction. To further complicate matters, there are many 

graphical techniques, photography included, partly developed for precise reproductions of 

two-dimensional artworks. And even if the steel, the stone or the negative would be 

destroyed after an edition is created, there is always the possibility to use another graphic 

reproduction technique to continue the reproduction. 

 

Besides authenticity, and with it perhaps economic value, there is an element of quality. 

Behind reproductions, there is a craftsmanship which becomes apparent only when it is 

poorly executed. In a flawless art reproduction, the hand remains invisible. However, as soon 

as we catch sight of the person behind - the translator, the reproduction becomes visible and 

then also blameworthy. 

 

Photography is a dominating medium for the reproduction of 2D artworks, photography 

included. Traditionally speaking, the photographic technique should be of high quality. That 

is to say a high quality concerning equipment, and on the operating and handling of the visual 

material. Should any part on the contrary be of low quality – unsharp lenses, uneven lighting, 

non-parallel focal planes – then not only the unskilled craftsman appears (the photographer) 

but it is also then that the medium or the translation also becomes visible. 

 



 

 

Based on a found sketch, the trio Olsson/Sjögren/Williamsson initiated a long-standing 

project to build a digital environment based on all accessible sources and construct a virtual 

exhibition that has never existed other than as an idea immortalised as a sketch (even this a 

reproduction). This idea has now taken shape, first in the architecture of the book and later in 

a physical form as a result of the Moderna exhibition. As a concept, habitat diorama is also 

related to reproduction, where the indexicality in the reproduced environment points towards 

another environment outside of the diorama. The framing is an architecture whose 

expediency lies in facilitating the experience of the reproduced. Those who are to view the 

environments should be steered towards places motivated by a consideration for optimal 

viewing. Perhaps not to fool the eye but to fool the viewer to experience a real environment 

and not a constructed one.  

 

The sketch and idea which Olsson/Sjögren/Williamsson discovered have allowed the imprint 

from the previous exhibited environment to resurrect. First in the form of 3D modulations 

based on old exhibition documentation. Later on in the form of the recreated environments in 

Moderna Museet’s physical room. Lövin’s environments have not, as with Kolthoff’s, had a 

protective shell in the form of a building or its geographical placement or activity in museum 

form. But perhaps you can say that the digital reconstructions are a sort of retrospectively 

made shells? Before the compilation conducted in the book and through the exhibition at 

Moderna Museet it has not been possible to dedicate oneself to Lövin’s works in the way he 

envisioned. Before the book there were only fragments and earlier “props' which time has 

transformed into art objects. 

 

After the exhibition came to an end, the reconstructions were deconstructed. Now they only 

remain as photographic exhibition documentation which, together with the photographic 

deconstruction documentation, are reproduced in this book. And considering the exhibition as 

a latent image that both points towards a real environment (the previous exhibitions) but 

simultaneously towards an idea about a real environment that has never existed (the sketch 

forever immortalised on the Xerox copy). It may appear tragic that so much work goes up in 

smoke, or whatever it is that may be happening. However, there are exceptions. The 

fragments which have previously been saved from the original environments have now 

reached the status as a work of art and are part of Moderna Museet’s collection. 

 



 

 

I now wonder if there are any traces of the people behind the reproductions in this book? Is 

Olsson visible anywhere in the mirrorings and the reflections of surfaces? Has a ghost image 

snuck in, consciously or unconsciously, like the reflection in Jan van Eyck's The Arnolfini 

portrait? Are there cracks in the pictures of realities, and have they been transferred into the 

reproduction in Moderna Museet’s exhibition? Olsson responds like this: 

 

- Of course some minor errors have slipped in since it is a large amount of material. 

There are also discrepancies seeing that more material has appeared throughout the 

continued research, which has complemented the larger picture.  

 

- An inherent "digital" skeleton, or soul, which can be discerned in Lövin's installation, 

is a prerequisite for recreation in  digital form. The idea behind Lövin's reality 

reconstructions is partly about an inhuman threat, in some form, of the calculated and 

measurable. Lövin was especially interested in the computer's entry into thought 

structures. In the 60s, books such as Olof Johannesson's "Sagan om den stora 

datamaskinen" (The Great Computer: A Vision) (1966) and other books by Karin 

Boye and Harry Martinsson have probably also been influential. Therefore, Lövin's 

reconstructions in the form of the logic of the computer is, to some degree, 

predictable once you have cracked the code. For example, logic says that a cubist 

painting will most likely not be hiding on the only wall not found documented in the 

archives; still, the reconstruction follows some algorithmic extension. This regularity 

also creates suspense and a sense of the uncanny within the installations and is 

perhaps the result of the clinically cold treatment of what is human. From a 

contemporary perspective, there is a premonition of artificial intelligence which 

dictates the conditions for our lives. But also a sense of hope: we can identify the 

mechanical and reclaim the power by throwing in a cubist painting. 

 

- What exactly is real in Lövin's original works and in the contemporary 

reconstructions? Of course it is a chair we see, and it is real, but it is also irrelevant 

in itself. On the other hand, the chair plus everything else joined together is essential 

as a whole, as a "punch card", which will steer our thoughts in a specific direction 

and create a perception of a relationship or course of events. As such, the things in 

the original installations are no more real than the ones in the reconstructions. If the 



 

 

reconstructed objects are "correct" enough to create the same steering of our 

thoughts as the original objects, then perhaps they can be considered correct? 

 

- The real is, however, evasive. The real, in the original environment, respectively in 

the reconstruction, is actually entirely dependent on their surroundings. The chair has 

a different relationship to other chairs depending on its time. Similarly, the 

photographs of the installations have different relationships to their time. Perhaps the 

new photographs are closer to the original idea than the black and white and clearly 

dated older documentation. A sort of filter of the past has been removed, and the new 

images show the "punch card" more clearly for people in the present. Oh. we will 

have to talk more about this and keep on thinking about it … 

 

 

 

 

Footnotes: 

 

1. 

It was in 1971 when the first visitors opened the door to the apartment. Even then the reform 

agenda against housing shortage and overcrowding, the so-called Million Programme, was 

criticised from several different perspectives. One example is Skärholmsdebatten (“The 

Skärholmen Debate”) that suggested that Skärholmens Centrum (“Skärholmens’ Centre”) 

should be demolished immediately after its inauguration in 1968 due to its misanthropic 

architecture. 

 

2. 

Stairwell and entry to Herr Ps habitat, image from Sorteras under: Le Travail/Björn Lövin, 

Null & Void Books, 2018 

 

3. 

Profil image of a habitat design, from Rowley’s Taxidermy and Museum Exhibition (1925). 

Published in Habitat Dioramas - Illusions of Wilderness in Museums of Natural History, 

Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, 1993, by Karen Wonders. 

 



 

 

4.  

It is soon clear that it is P’s apartment, a one bedroom apartment furnished in an early 1970s 

style - living room, kitchen and bedroom. 

 

5. 

Floor plan of Biologiska museet, Stockholm, 1892. Architectural drawings by Age 

Lindegren. 

 

6. 

The similarity with the description in texts included in the Lövin exhibition at Moderna 

Museet is striking where Then, as now, you (the visitor) can step inside the environment and 

experience art very closely. 

 

7. 

Habitat from Biologiska museet, Stockholm with Magpies, Björn Larsson 2017. 

 

8. 

Habitat from The Battle of Stalingrad, Volgograd Panorama Museum, Björn Larsson 2005. 

 

9. 

Similar museums were also being created during this time in the rest of Europe. The museum 

had different themes which were also about nature but in lands far and near and most often 

colonised countries. Or warlike exploits appealed where collections of arms, banners and 

uniforms have been placed in the defining moments of victory and landscapes. 

 

10. 

Interior from HerrPs (“Mr P’s”) habitat, image from Sorteras under:Le Travail/Björn Lövin, 

Null & Void Books, 2018. 

 

11. 

On the Moderna Museet web-site the creation of the exhibition reads as follows:  

Extensive and winding research has been required to build up the environments. Based on 

photographs, films and archival material, objects have been identified.  

 



 

 

12. 

Museum and cultural venue in disused ironworks in Avesta offering visitors a Björn Lövin 

gallery with gifts from Lövin’s daughters.   

 

 

13. 

The 3d-modelling is conducted in different places across the world by different freelancers 

which, through a freelance platform, underbid each other in a giga economical logic. 

 

14. 

Moderna Museets research team consisted of Matilda Olof-Ors, Katarina Sjögren, 

Peo Olsson, Marianna Feher and Elizabeth Creutz. 

 

15. 

The different parts -  Konsument i oändligheten / Herr P:s penningar, In Memoriam, Live 

Show, Minnet sviker, L´Image, C -Kampen om verkligheten - have been shown before but it is 

only now that you can, for the first time, view them altogether as it was intended in the 

sketch. 

 

16. 

When taken out of context (their environment) you can question what distinguishes the 

painting from Herr Ps apartment with the number “441” (now both in the Moderna Museet 

collection with the catalogue number MOM/2003/70) from, for example, the ashtray in 

smoky glass on the living room table? Both are actually props to construct a picture of Herr 

P. 

 

17. 

441, by Björn Lövin, 1971, painting on wood, plate in stainless steel, image dimension: 101.7 

cm x 83 cm Outer dimension 101.7 cm x 83 cm x 2 cm, donation 1986 from the artists, photo 

credit: Åsa Lundén/Moderna Museet. 

 

18. 

Kommenterad [1]: Översättning av nya fotnoten 



 

 

The text includes part that previously been published in Insitution, ett samtal med anonyma 

fotografer (“Institution, a Conversation with Anonymous Photographers”) in Verk tidskrift nr 

Overklig/Verklig 2018-07-01 and Närvaro-Frånvaro (“Presence-Absence”) 2019-07-01. 

 

 


