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MERIAN and the legacies
of Maria Sybilla Merian [PART2]

Daughters
and Feminist
Collectives

While we certainly cannot say that
Maria Sibylla Merian was a feminist
by current standards, as an inde-
pendent woman in art and science she
is an early representative of the female
empowerment that would prove crucial to
the modern feminist movement. Throughout
her life, Merian supported the women around her—
from teaching drawing to the unmarried daughters
of wealthy families to her own daughters, Johanna He
lena, and Dorothea Maria, with whom she travelled
and collaborated. The bigger picture here is that Meri
is not just one impressive figure, but that her story
is one of shared knowledge and skills.

Colonial
Suriname

As a Dutch Colony, the Netherlands ha
full control over Suriname, oppres-
sively capitalizing on its resource
culture, and people (1667-1954).
Maria Sibylla Merian’s position in
context is not that of a settler, but
her role is emblematic of the exploita
and racism that colonisation brought abou

and stood for. Merian’s research was geared at ob
ing the “exotic” Surinamese natural environment
then considered a curiosity. However, vital to he
search was the work of enslaved people, for who
this natural environment was anything but exotic
While Merian’s reliance on these enslaved peo
forced assistance remains uncredited, their cru
treatment was well documented by Merian he
Metamorphosis of the Insects of Suriname (1705).
Without critical attention to Merian’s bio

and her work in its contemporary context of ¢
nialism and slavery, her legacy will continue t
bute to a dominant tradition of ‘white knowl
problematically rewarding the colonizers for
called “discoveries.” In any case, such exclus
counts of history render invisible the labou
and they brush over the exploitation of en
people, the consequences of which still in
inequalities today. Choosing as our names
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Sibylla Merian, we want to critically acknowledge these
problematic histories, as well as their continuities
and discontinuities in the present. With MERIAN we
emphasize that collaboration—while necessarily
imbued with power relations—has always had its place
in the production of culture and knowledge.

This reflection on the legacies of Maria Sybilla Merian and the
naming of MERIAN is the result of an applied research internship
project at University College Maastricht commissioned by the
MERIAN steering committee. The project was designed and super-
vised by Christian Ernsten and Christoph Rausch and executed

by ucM students Alice Jourdain and Olivia Garfitt Christensen be-
tween September 2021 and January 2022.
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The Maastricht Experimental Research In and
through the Arts Network (MERIAN) in-
vites established artists and academics to
engage in collaborative research in be-
tween making and thinking. MERIAN is a
collaboration between the Jan van Eyck
Academie, Zuyd University of Applied Sci-
ences (specifically the research center

for Arts, Autonomy and the Public Sphere)
and Maastricht University (specifically

the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences and
University College Maastricht at the Fac-
ulty of Science and Engineering).

MERIAN is an institutional space for the
development of new norms and forms of
embodied knowledge. We aim to renegotiate
relationships between existing cultural-
and knowledge institutions to address urgent
matters of societal concern. Participants
of MERIAN mobilize the powers and fragili-
ties of artistic and scientific practices to
engage in research that is problem-based
and methodologically innovative, and which
focusses on interdisciplinary topics that
can fruitfully be explored across the arts and
academia.



