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Jenny Michel makes the invisible visible, revealing the beauty that can be found at the interfaces between 
science, technology and art. Taking cartography, history, utopias and legends as her artistic material, she calls 
into question common conceptions about time, space and progress in the manner of a sensitive and analytical 
researcher – transparently diagnosing our thought-littered digital present. The artist also recognizes, however, the 
potential of the historically unique position we find ourselves in: standing on the pile of history's debris, we have 
seemingly constant and instant access to a complex architecture of knowledge and discarded knowledge. Even if 
this architecture takes on the form of ruins, fragments and dust in her work, every tiny part of Jenny Michel's 
multilayered collages, drawings and sculptures contains information. Her work forms a cabinet of curiosities of 
human thought. 
FELDBUSCHWIESNER is pleased to present Jenny Michel’s third solo exhibition at the gallery. The opening will 
also see the launch of the artist's first comprehensive monograph: the catalogue Trashing Utopia is published in 
October by Cologne-based Strzelecki Books, and also features Michel's comprehensive solo show Trash Thought 
Chronicles at Kunstverein Ludwigshafen in spring 2015. 
 
Give the future a name, assign it a character. The future is ___ 
 

Malleable! I like to think of it as proto-matter that could still take on any possible form. Through our actions in the 
present – which are shaped by past experiences – we are continuously changing the range of possibilities that the 
future offers us. It is we who shape the proto-matter of time. 
 

The time of our digital present is the Immediate. What role does time play in your work?  
 

Time is generally perceived as linear – a time line that various events can be placed on. Given that, at least at first 
glance, we exist on a linear scale, the same perception is applied to our everyday lives. But it tells us nothing 
about the phenomenon of time – this evades our comprehension, thus preventing us from being able to make any 
universally valid statements about it. I want to question the idea of time as a constant. Consequently, I also try to 
break up linearity in the way that I work: my pieces often spread out in the form of a net or a labyrinth, and there 
are certain fragments and ideas that are always reappearing in new combinations. Old and new are interwoven; a 
web is created. In a similar way to a classic labyrinth – the image that best characterizes my work – you never 
really know how close you are to the beginning or the end. I would say, therefore, that the term entwined most 
accurately describes the way time appears in my work. 
 

This exhibition sees you present your first sound installation. 
 

Yes. My newly created installation Traps is made up of transceivers and loudspeakers that pick up the signals of 
the space they are in and convert them into sound. To achieve this, I created web-like forms out of various 
scientific documents and ran copper wires through them to turn these spider webs into antennae and loud 
speakers. In doing so, the scientific drawings and models become traps that catch invisible signals. I see this as 
an analogy for scientific approaches that similarly transform incomprehensible phenomena into something visible, 
tangible, audible – all that is produced are representations and translations, which shouldn't be confused with the 
phenomena themselves. 
 

Where do you see yourself positioned between science, technology and art? 
 

My art often deals with philosophical issues that question our view of the world. In doing so, I frequently touch on 
scientific topics – but my work shouldn't be considered scientific art; its objective is far more to question the 
thought processes that we use on a daily basis. 
Scientists, for example, mostly speak about theories or models when trying to approach phenomena, so as to 
make it obvious that all that is being discussed are hypotheses. But over time and through common usage, these 
hypotheses can end up perceived as set-in-stone truths – i.e. people simply talk about the Big Bang (theory) and 
the atom (model) – which often leads to a false understanding of the phenomena themselves. So my work doesn't 
really deal with the scientific phenomena per se, but rather with how these phenomena enter into society, how 
they are understood and conveyed, and how they sometimes end up mutating. 
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Your new series of work is entitled Comparative Anatomy of Progress. Where did this comparison lead 
you? And where is progress leading us? 
 

The title Comparative Anatomy of Progress is taken from Gustav Theodor Fechner's satire Comparative Anatomy 
of Angels. In this text, he carries out the comparative anatomy of the angel species. The absurdity of the endeavor 
is already apparent in the title. My series, therefore, addresses the sense and nonsense behind progress and 
scientific achievements. My opinion of scientific progress is divided – does it really bring us a brighter future? 
Inspired by conversations with various scientists, I developed the desire to work more with the image of science – 
its perception in society and how it shapes our view of the world. So I started studying scientific material 
documenting the entire history of humankind. Currently, I am approaching the topic at a fundamental level. The 
piece Fortschritsskelett, for example, features a delicate net made from various scientific and technical 
illustrations that have been impenetrably woven together – reinforcing one another yet remaining fragile, like a 
delicate skeleton. 
Responsibility for progress always lies with those behind it. For example, Goya’s etching The Sleep of Reason 
Produces Monsters – which has influenced my work for some time now – depicts a dreaming man as the 
personification of reason, and the creator of the monsters that surround him. 
 

Maps appear repeatedly throughout your work – currently nautical charts and star charts. What 
importance do these maps have for you as an idea and as an artistic format? 
 

Maps, like language, are a system of signs. We use maps to orientate ourselves, to allow us to systemize and 
read the world around us. But we have to remember they we are always dealing with a projection – one that 
influences our way or thinking and that is heavily influenced by the subjective viewpoint. A particularly good 
illustration of this is the variety of world maps, complete with all their biases and where the creator's own location 
usually occupies the central position. For my new work in the series Drowning in Numbers, I take fragments from 
modern nautical and star charts – most of which are reduced to a tangle of dots and numbers – and form them 
into new landscapes that I then populate with pieces of old maps: long-forgotten sea monsters, submerged in an 
abstract sea of numbers, find their way back through these new worlds – covered in scraps of scientific 
documents or mangled into skeletons that float like ghostly spider webs lost in space. 
 

Prints of old illustrations feature a lot in your new collages, your own personal drawings are appearing 
less and less frequently. 
 

I think the reason for this lies in the way that I approach the subject of drawing. My background is more in 
figurative drawing, and I have always been interested in the relationship between fiction and reality – or what we 
perceive as such. So, for years, the drawn part of my work was in a constant process of abstraction, until 
eventually it was nothing more than lines and dots. This signaled an endpoint for me. It was then that I started 
replacing lines with the written word and began working more and more with fragments of existing sign systems. 
The latter became an increasingly central motif, while my own handwriting has taken more and more of a 
backseat. I work with extracts from scientific and philosophical thought, which I transform and weave together to 
create new entities. This is reflected in the way that I use my material. 
 

What are today's cabinets of curiosity of human thought? What is our architecture of knowledge built 
on? 
 

In my view, to claim something is knowledge is a very presumptuous statement. I believe it is impossible to 
achieve true, all-encompassing knowledge; we only ever know a small part. I also see science, therefore, more as 
a discipline that is striving for insight and attempting to obtain knowledge – all the while full in the knowledge that 
it will never actually achieve its main goal. 
When I hear the phrase architecture of knowledge I recall the description of history as a growing pile of debris 
from Walter Benjamin’s Theses on the Philosophy of History – a text that has influenced my work for a long time. 
In it he describes the Angel of History who is standing across from a pile of debris that is the past, the 
catastrophes of which he watches pile up and grow skyward, yet is unable to mend because the unstoppable 
storm of progress is propelling him into the future. 
The architecture of knowledge and of progress could be viewed as a similar pile of debris – full of monstrosities 
and always in slight danger of collapsing. But we can also imagine that, hidden in this pile of debris, are cabinets 
of curiosities containing forgotten landscapes of thought that lie in peaceful slumber, waiting for us to rediscover 
them. Or, to use the words of Walter Benjamin, perhaps we should actually try “to stay, awaken the dead, and 
make whole what has been smashed,” and not let ourselves be propelled quite so fast into the future? 
 
Jenny Michel (*1975, Worms) studied at Kunsthochschule Kassel under Prof. Norbert Radermacher, Prof. Bjørn 
Melhus and Prof. Ursula Panhans-Bühler. Jenny Michel's work was most recently displayed in a comprehensive 
solo exhibition at Kunstverein Ludwigshafen. Her art has also featured in several group exhibitions in well-known 
institutions, such as System and Sensuality at the Kupferstichkabinett in Berlin (2013) and Drawing a Universe at 
KAI 10 in Düsseldorf (2013). The artist has won several awards, including the HAP Grieshaber Prize in 2010, and 
was granted the EHF scholarship of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung in 2008. Her works are part of the public 
collections of the Kupferstichkabinett Berlin and Berlinische Galerie, as well as Eres Foundation Munich. The 
artist lives and works in Berlin. 
 


