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Michael Schlegel’s world is not the world
as we know it. Like an ancient arctic surveyor,
he voyages over desolate and frozen terrain,
marking the edges of the planet. His pho-
tographs are explorations of time and space:
still yet moving, dark yet full of light. These
chiaroscuro explorations of trees, stars,
clouds, snow, oceans and glaciers have few
or no human inhabitants, as if mankind were
only a tiny occurrence in this vast arrange-
ment of the elements. “My work has a very
melancholic feel to it; it's very minimalist and
often consists of graphic shapes in the land-
scape,” he says.

Born in Freiburg, Germany in 1987,
Schlegel had little background in either pho-
tography or art while growing up. It was while
studying physics at the University of Freiburg
that he suddenly felt a strong desire to take
photographs. “| was thinking about photogra-
phy so much | wanted to try it,” he says. “But
| don't really know what prompted me to buy
a camera.” He began digitally with a Canon
400-D and found himself taking pictures con-
stantly. His first photographic adventures
were in the Black Forest, near his home in
Freiburg, where he walks nearly every day.

Schlegel’s distinctive style began to
emerge in 2008 through the elegant simplicity
of the landscape images he made in his native
country. But it was on a trip to Iceland in
2009—where Schlegel found himself drawn
to the southern coast, with its black, volcanic
sands and basalt rocks—that his work really
came into dramatic focus. The photograph
“Blue” was taken near a glacial lagoon, where
small icebergs break off from the Vatnajokull
glacier, float into the sea, and eventually end
up on the beach. This particular chunk of ice
has a strangely artificial appearance, as if
carved by some abstract sculptor, yet
Schlegel insists that its origami-like contours
were wholly attributable to mother nature.

Images like "Reynisdrangar I1” and
“Midnight Sun"” also create an otherworldly
impression through their strong tonal con-
trasts and enigmatic, weather-beaten forms of
rock and ice. The starkness of Schlegel’s visu-

al approach bears obvious affinities to the
work of Michael Kenna, although Schlegel is
conscious of the need to avoid being merely
imitative. “l don't try to copy or document the
world,” he says. "l try to do a very personal
interpretation, even though it is the real worla
that I'm interpreting.”

Following his Iceland trip Schlegel
switched to analog photography, purchasing
a 40-year-old Hasselblad with the aim of
enhancing the textural qualities of his photos.
He scans the developed film into Photoshop,
but only for output purposes, and doesn’t
manipulate his images.

Schlegel spent much of 2010 producing
similarly expressive work in Turkey and on the
rugged German island of Sylt, and hopes to
visit China in pursuit of remote areas that
haven't yet had their picture taken. Solitary in
his pursuit, Schlegel photographs landscapes
almost exclusively, passing by cities and
towns for more unpopulated places. He likes
sleeping in a tent on a beach, shrouded in
fog and mystery, among the rocks that in
Icelandic Sagas are said to be petrified trolls.
He often returns to a place again and
again, waiting for the perfect balance of
weather and light.

“These moments often occur at dawn or
dusk, in misty weather, or even at night,
because light situations without direct sun-
light hold more potential,” he says. “The long
exposure times | often use contribute to the
surreal ambience, which conveys a sense of
time and also transience: | want the waters to
move. | want the clouds to move. And | enjoy
being alone in nature. | think the atmosphere
in my images is conveyed much better with-
out people in them—the viewer can more
easily imagine being in that quiet landscape,
t00.” — Shawn O’Sullivan
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