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INTRODUCTION

From 1997 to 2003, Mija Renström held three workshops on photography at 
residential treatment centres for mothers and their children. The centres aim 
to support women and their relationships to their children. The three projects 
were designed as active collaborations with transparent preconditions and 
frameworks for the participants’ interaction. The women’s participation was 
always voluntary. From the outset it was agreed that the photographs would be 
shown at exhibitions or other public venues.

Mija Renström worked out a method in which the planning and content of the 
work with the images could be used in the treatment at the centres. She created 
new opportunities for the staff to broach sensitive subjects by using pictorial 
language communication, both individually with the assignments the women 
were given, and in groups with the discussions of the images. In addition, the 
projects gave the treatment centres a chance to let the women participate 
in team work and give presentations. When the participants attended the 
exhibition opening, the commitment of the parties involved was fulfilled and 
the project concluded.

In her early photographic work, Mija Renström took an interest in the female 
self-image. Exploring the relationship between mother and daughter, the 
point of departure for her autobiographical images was often her own family 
album. Later, she became interested in using photographs as a means of 
accommodating the voices of others.

Representing the stories of others in photographic images entailed new working 
methods and problems. Mija Renström was confronted with various aesthetic 
considerations in relation to the issue of representation in the documentary 
photography genre. This important theoretical discourse deals with the 
uneven balance of power between the photographer and the subject, with 
the photographer having the upper hand. It has been pointed out that the 
conceptions of the photographer influence the depiction of the subject. In other 
words, an image relates a story from the perspective of the photographer rather 
than from that of the subject. There is no given method to be used in order 
to avoid these pitfalls, so Mija Renström experimented with different ways of 
conveying and depicting the stories of the projects. She also regularly evaluated 
and critically questioned her own work.

This catalogue will give a brief insight into two of Mija Renström’s compre
hensive bodies of photographic work at the residential treatment centres. These Book with documentation images from Workshop 98: Sjöafall
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Commemorative book with images of the participants in Workshop 98: Sjöafall 

Edition: 7; one for each participant. 

Above: Group image on the way to the exhibition at the Hasselblad Center 1998.

Left to right: Susanne Karlsson, Susanne Ekdahl, unknown, Lisette Johansson, 

Mija Renström, Marie Karlsson, Rina Olsson and Ingvor Johnsson.

Below: Spread from Marie Karlsson’s chapter.
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are complex projects that comprise many different approaches and can be 
interpreted on many levels. They raise important questions of how to convey 
and depict other people’s stories, as well as questions of processes in long-
term artistic collaboration projects. At the same time, they touch upon issues 
of copyright and power relations, and challenge established views on female 
identity.

Mia Zeeck



IMAGES OF US / IMAGES FROM US

In 1997, Mija Renström began a 
collaborative project with Susanne 
Ekdahl, treatment assistant at the 
residential treatment centre Sjöafall. 
The collaboration was planned as a 
one-year workshop on photography for 
the mothers at the centre. 

Mia Zeeck: Why did you choose to do a 
project at a treatment centre? 

Mija Renström: When I met Susanne 
in the summer of 1997, we started 
talking about the framework for a 
collaborative project. I thought I 
might do it as my degree project at the 
School of Photography at Göteborg 
University. The year before, I had 
taken photographs at a summer 
camp for children and I thought it 
would be interesting to work within 
the confines of an institution, and 
to use the building and the people 
as a framework for a project. The 
treatment centre offered such 
confines. I was interested in taking my 
earlier explorations of the relationship 
between adults and children a step 
further.

At the treatment centre, the women 
are fighting to keep custody of their 
children. I wanted to explore a 
place where mothers struggle not to 
abandon their children. I was also 
curious about how to actively use 
images in therapeutic treatment.

MZ: Your earlier work was largely 

autobiographical. What implications 
did it have for you, starting to 
photograph other people? 

MR: I had reached a point where I 
felt I had finished with my own story 
and I was curious about how one 
goes about depicting and relating 
other people’s stories through 
photography. Suddenly I was no 
longer a photographer who worked 
with identity, family pictures and a 
family history, but a documentary 
photographer. I was confronted with 
a new set of problems which meant I 
had to deal with a new set of aesthetic 
considerations. These thoughts struck 
me already when I was working at the 
summer camp. I thought a lot about 
the power relationship between me 
and those I was going to photograph. 
At the summer camp, I photographed 
children but I also gave them dis
posable cameras they could use 
themselves. 

First, I thought I’d work in a similar 
way at the treatment centre. However, 
in contrast to the children at the 
summer camp, the women at the 
treatment centre were in a controlled 
environment. If I had photographed 
them in this environment, it 
would have meant a kind of double 
surveillance. I didn’t want to do 
that. I couldn’t do it, because of the 
circumstances. That’s why I had 
to work out a new strategy for my 
photographic work. There were no 
established working methods so I had 
to experiment.

The residential treatment centre welcomes mothers and children with psycho
social problems. The treatment period is normally between one and two years 
and is commissioned by the social welfare service. The treatment centre has its 
own day care centre and school.

The treatment is individually designed for each family with the purpose 
of supporting mothers in their roles as parents and with their relationship 
problems. The work is done both individually and in groups. Great importance 
is attached to involving fathers and other key people in the clients’ networks. 
The daily work is undertaken in a therapeutic community spirit with the staff. 
In addition, the mothers and children have access to external psychologists 
when necessary.

Susanne Ekdahl, treatment assistant, Sjöafall

The residential treatment centre Sjöafall’s main building 
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MZ: From the outset, you thought of 
the project as an active collaboration. 
Did you also have a clear idea of how 
to design the workshop? 

MR: Yes and no. Susanne and I chose 
the workshop model for several 
reasons. One of them was that the 
educational element of a workshop 
made it clear what I as an artist had 
to offer the treatment centre and 
the mothers, in exchange for them 
allowing me to take photographs 
for my degree project. I would take 
pictures of personal stories but I 
would also give something in return. 
Another reason was that I wished to 
create a space for their voices, in my 
work. I didn’t want to talk about them 
or for them.

I had already decided that my work 
should focus on the private image 
and the family album. Looking at my 
preparatory notes for our first meeting 
when I introduced myself to the staff, I 
realise that my idea was to design the 
project as a photography class. I was 
going to give lectures in everything 
from the history of photography and 
art to photographic techniques. I was 
going to demonstrate various ways of 
taking photographs, they were going 
to take photographs, and we would 
select the images together. What 
I hadn’t worked out in such great 
detail were all the practical matters: 
how often we were going to meet; if 
they were going to take photographs 
individually or in groups; and what my 
role would be in the discussions of the 

pictures. In retrospect I realise that I 
was uncertain about the nature of my 
role, apart from being a photographer. 
I was going to hold lectures and 
supervise the photographic work, 
but I wanted to separate Susanne’s 
and my roles in the discussions of the 
pictures.

MZ: So, you were able to connect 
the themes and assignments of the 
workshop to your own photographic 
work on female identity and self-
image, family and the relationship 
between mother and child in very 
a concrete way. How did you then 
proceed to carry out the workshop at 
the treatment centre?

MR: I explored different avenues 
and developed my method as I went 
along. This gave me an opportunity to 
get to know the group and adapt the 
assignments to their requirements.

When Susanne told the mothers that 
I was going to do a photo project 
with them, they said they wanted to 
learn to take better family pictures. 
That’s why I decided to make our first 
meeting into a workshop. I gave them 
some basic tips and assigned them 
to take photographs of themselves. 
They also began working on creating 
their own family albums. The mothers 
spent two days taking photographs, 
and were given a wall each in the 
recreation room where they could put 
them up. The images were given more 
worth when they were hung on the 
walls. It also made it easier for us to 

view the pictures and talk about them. 
An added bonus was that the staff and 
the children could come in and look at 
them afterwards.

Susanne and I developed the manner 
of presentation into a method. The 
participants put their pictures on the 
wall; we discussed the pictures in the 
group, starting with the photographer 
who described her intentions, followed 
by feedback from the group. This was 
a way of practising how to give and 
take criticism, and how to introduce 
oneself. Lastly, everyone chose an 
image each that I enlarged for our 
next meeting.

I showed them still lifes from photo 
books and assigned them to make still 
lifes of their own for our next session. 
It worked well and we continued in 
this way. I gave them new assignments 
and brought photo books and other 
material for inspiration and reference. 
I showed them many photographic 
historical images, fashion books and 
slides of works by contemporary 
artists who work with women’s issues 
in different ways. While this was going 
on, they continued working with their 
family albums.

MZ: Could the staff at the treatment 
centre use the workshop in their 
therapeutic work?

MR: Yes, in many ways. After our first 
meeting, I realised that it was very 
important to fully involve Susanne in 
the project. The images triggered off 

animated discussions that Susanne 
could refer to in the therapeutic work. 
She was also able to channel the 
processes started by the individual 
work and the group discussions to 
other members of staff.

Among other things, the photo project 
created a possibility for the mothers 
to participate in team work in a 
natural way. The work included many 
important elements, such as daring 
to learn something new, dealing 
with setbacks and failures, asserting 
oneself, and not least participating 
in and accomplishing a long-term 
project as a group. The work with the 
family album was an excellent way of 
highlighting their family stories and 
situations.

The presentation method developed 
by Susanne and me - to put pictures 
on the walls and discuss them in 
groups - was very useful. For example, 
while working with self-portraits, we 
could broach subjects such as the role 
of women, the role of mothers, and 
sexuality.

MZ: You didn’t want to photograph 
the women at the treatment centre. 
What images did you select for the 
exhibition?

MR: At our first meeting I took 
photographs of their pictures on the 
walls. Already at our second meeting 
I told them that I wanted to document 
their presentations, but I was very 
unsure about how to present the 



Installation view from the exhibition Workshop 98: Sjöafall

Index, Stockholm 1999
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Workshop 98: Sjöafall 
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material. I thought a lot about whether 
to make the institution identifiable or 
not. There are so many preconceived 
ideas about treatment centres and 
I didn’t want them to overshadow 
the project. Partly it was a matter of 
protecting the participants.

At Documenta X, I encountered 
Christine and Irene Hohenbüchler’s 
work. For years, they collaborated 
with a group of mentally handicapped 
people. It gave me inspiration and 
courage to continue. I came to see 
my photographs of the mothers’ 
presentations as my interpretation 
of the project and their stories. I 

began to include more and more of 
the room and the surroundings. My 
images show the mothers’ own stories 
in the environment of the treatment 
centre where they were conceived. 
Finally, they also show my story and 
my interpretation of what takes place 
there. The images tell stories on 
different levels, which appeals to me.

My photographs were exhibited at 
the Hasselblad Center in Gothenburg. 
Everyone came to the opening and 
it was very relaxed. We looked at the 
exhibition for a while and then went 
out to celebrate. I gave the mothers a 
commemorative book each with each 



other’s images of our work together.

MZ: After your first project, you did 
two more. Why and how did they 
differ from the first one?

MR: I felt there was more to explore. 
Even though I worked in a similar 
way in the other two projects, the 
conditions were different for each 
workshop. The second project, in 
2000, was at the treatment centre 
Almestrand, which meant that I wor
ked with another institution, new staff 
and another group of mothers. It takes 
time to learn to know each other. 
During the familiarisation period, I 
find out how the group works and I 
adapt my working method accordingly. 
At Almestrand, I tried to create mise-
en-scènes with the group. That was 
something I hadn’t done with the first 
group. I wanted to go a step further 
and challenge myself. At the same 
time, it was a greater challenge for the 
mothers because it required a well-
functioning team effort. 

In 2002, four years after the first 
project, I returned to Sjöafall for 
another workshop with Susanne. We 
both thought that the collaboration 
provided several opportunities that 
could be further developed. Now 
we had some experience and we 
looked for a greater challenge. The 
women we worked with in the first 
project had moved on, which meant 
we had to work with a new group of 
mothers. Initially, Susanne and I used 
the same method as before, but the 

discussions after the presentations 
weren’t as constructive as in the first 
workshop. The group dynamics were 
completely different and the mothers 
had different backgrounds. We needed 
more activity in the group and decided 
to work with paraphrasing.

MZ: How did you do that?

MR: I brought photo books and other 
material as in the earlier projects. 
They chose a picture each that they 
wanted to recreate, and we analysed 
its content. The responsibility for the 
props was shared by the participants 
and the whole group came up with 
ideas for technical solutions or 
alternative approaches. Has anyone 
got a hat? Has anyone got a pair of 
dungarees? How do you make the baby 
look like it’s dangling? And so on. The 
work with the paraphrases boosted 
their self-confidence. There was this 
sudden release.

MZ: In what way?

MR: It was like everything fell into 
place. Suddenly they realised how you 
construct a picture and what codes 
you use to convey different messages. 
For me it was a fantastic experience. 
In the beginning they were cautious 
and unsure about using the camera, 
but now their imagination ran wild 
and they knew how to go about 
visualising their ideas. At that point 
we asked them, “If you were to tell us 
about your own lives now, what images 
would you use?”

Lotta Zimmerman/ Baby sittings 1 

Workshop 03: Sjöafall 

© Mija Renström 2003

Paraphrase on Baby sittings by Sue Packer

Reference image:

Baby sittings by Sue Packer



Documentation image:

Susanne Karlsson / Portrait photography. Workshop 03: Sjöafall 
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They were on a roll as they started 
describing their lives in pictures. They 
created long stories which we helped 
to cut down to one or two scenes 
each. This was mainly due to lack of 
time. In the course of the project, the 
treatment centre was regrettably sold 
and we had to conclude the workshop 
earlier than expected. That’s why we 
had to do all the scenes in two days. 

Even if one person had come up with 
the original idea for the picture, I 
thought it was important to emphasise 
that everyone had been involved. 
Everyone took part in some way. 
Someone took care of the makeup, 
someone organised the costumes or 
the props, someone else managed 
the lighting, and so on. I always 
took responsibility for the camera. I 
photographed and helped select the 
images.

MZ: This way of working, what does 
it mean for you as an artist? What 
photographs do you consider to be 
“yours”?

MR: This new way of working placed 
me in an uncertain position in 
terms of copyright. I have decided 
that I have the copyright to the 
photographs but I always account 
for who has the copyright to the 
ideas for the scenes. In the two first 
projects, I photographed the mothers’ 
presentations on the walls. Those 
photographs were obviously mine. 
But then I became more interested in 
visualising more of the processes that 
evolve in the course of the projects. 
In a different way than before, I came 
to view the working process as a 
part of the artistic work. I looked for 
ways of depicting it, which involved 
experimentation.

Susanne Karlsson/ Portrait photography

Workshop 03: Sjöafall
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Paraphrase on Portrait photography by Lennart Nilsson / 

Studio Marie

Reference image:

Portrait photography by Lennart Nilsson / Studio Marie
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Eva-Lotta Karlsson/ St Agnes 

Workshop 03: Sjöafall

© Mija Renström 2003

Paraphrase on St Agnes FreshWater/1864 by Julia Margaret Cameron

Paraphrases:

I brought photo books from which the participants chose pictures they 

wished to created paraphrases on.

We made Eva-Lotta’s paraphrase first…  She picked one of Julia Margaret 

Cameron’s images. Using the recreation room as our studio, we put up a 

line on which we hung pieces of material. The material draped around 

Eva-Lotta is a gold-coloured curtain. Everyone in the recreation room 

participated in the preparations. Someone arranged the creases in the 

material, someone checked that Eva-Lotta’s hands were in the right 

position and that her facial expression was correct. I mounted the camera 

on a tripod so everyone had a chance to take photographs. 

Mija Renström



Lotta Zimmerman / Self-portrait 

Workshop 03: Sjöafall

© Mija Renström 2003 

idea and mise-en-scène: Lotta Zimmerman
Mise-en-scène: 

Lotta’s images are a diptych. In the image to the right, Lotta and her son 

sit at the kitchen table. She is wearing a black t-shirt. She is making an 

important phone call, while feeding her child and trying to eat at the 

same time. On the table in front of her is her organiser. The kitchen is in a 

mess. The pink sugar bowl has tipped over and her keys are on the floor. 

In the image to the left, Lotta is wearing a white t-shirt. Light is pouring in 

through the window. She is in touch with her son. On the table is a woman’s 

magazine, symbolising the ideal woman’s and family life. 

 

All staged self-portraits were made in a single day. The time span between 

these two images is approximately ten minutes.

Mija Renström



Installation views from the exhibition Från oss/From us 

Stenasalen, Göteborg Museum of Art, 2006  

Photo: Krister Engström 2006

MZ: Why did you choose the title Från 
oss / From Us for this exhibition? 

MR: My point of departure for 
this project was a desire to 
explore alternative strategies for a 
photographer who tries to relate other 
people’s stories. Every workshop was 
an attempt in this process. In this 
exhibition, I show images from both 
Workshop ‘98 and Workshop ’03, so 
you can see how the process evolved 
gradually from the first to the last 
project. I have learnt a lot in the 
course of the work. The paraphrases 
and the mise-en-scènes could not have 
been realised without the experience 
gained from the first workshop. In a 
conversation with Göran Dahlberg 
on my first project where I took 
photographs of the mothers’ pictures, 

we touched upon the fact that my 
photographs convey an image of all of 
us who participated in the workshop. 
In the last project, however, the 
participants themselves are clearly the 
authors of the pictures’ messages. In 
collaboration with me, they selected 
images that we staged. That is why the 
photographs of the last project convey 
an image from us at the treatment 
centre. These collaborations involve 
both giving and taking. I set out with 
plenty of energy and a wish to tell 
something about photography and 
to show that it is possible for them 
to do something on their own. They, 
on their part, gave their pictures and 
their stories. In the end, the images 
are from us who worked together at 
the treatment centre.
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