
 
Portrait of Wiebke Drenckhan  

Drawing science out of its bubble 

 

 

Wiebke Drenckhan is a physicist who 
specialises in foams and emulsions, and a 
researcher at the interface between 
liquids and gas, art and science, 
research and mediation, the common 
denominator being the human element 
at the heart of all these undertakings. 
She is a research director of the French 
National Centre for Scientific Research 
(CNRS) who works on both fundamental and 
applied research at the Charles Sadron Institute in 
Strasbourg.  

For the period 2025-2028, she has been appointed 
Marguerite Perey Chair in the natural sciences at the 
University of Strasbourg Institute for Advanced Study 
(USIAS). 

Wiebke Drenckhan is fascinated by foams, soap 
bubbles and drops, which are at the interface 
between gas, liquids and solids. In a career of just 
over 20 years, she has a remarkable track record and 
has already accumulated numerous successes. In 
2012, a first ERC (European Research Council) grant 
enabled her to set up a team to study the properties 
of solid foams with an ordered structure. In 2013, she 
was awarded the Irène Joliot-Curie prize, and in 2015 
the CNRS Bronze Medal. Subsequently, in 2019, a 
second ERC grant enabled her to consolidate her 
research to elaborate new mechanisms to control the 
interaction and assembly of bubbles and drops in 
foams and emulsions, so as to create new 
morphologies with unique properties. 

However, despite her boundless enthusiasm, entering 
the world of science was not easy. As a daughter of a 
passionate physicist who instilled in her the desire to 
understand the world around her, she expressed at an 
early age an interest in science… as well as in art. Yet, 
on leaving school, the world still seemed to her very 
compartmentalised. “I didn’t know what to follow, my 
head or my heart”, she recalls. She decided to take a 
year to try things out, in which she alternated 
between working in theatres, a television channel, 
and internships in physics. It quickly became evident 
that a career in science would be the best choice, and 
she embarked upon the study of physics and 
mathematics, first at the University of Rostock, then 
at Humboldt University in Germany, and finally at the 
University of Canterbury in New Zealand. “It was a 
choice that I struggled with until my master’s 
degree”, she emphasises. She even interrupted her 

studies three times, discouraged by the teaching 
of physics at university which she found too 
rigid. During one of her breaks, she used the 
time to work for a while as an illustrator for 
a publishing house that produced scientific 
works tailored for schools. “In most 
universities, the teaching of physics is to 

research what grammar is to literature, she 
explains. These tools are important, of course, 

but what I wanted to do was to ask questions, to 
venture into unknown territory, and to meet people.” 

But Wiebke Drenckhan persevered, and it was in 
Dublin that the spark finally ignited, during a work 
placement that she carried out in the second year of 
her master’s degree, followed by a doctorate, at 
Trinity College, under the tutorship of Denis Weaire. 
“It was a sort of professional love at first sight”. This 
Irish physicist who was active at the interface 
between arts and science, inspired the young 
scientist and she realised that it was possible to 
reconcile her two passions. Better still, that they 
could cross-fertilise each other.  

“I found an artistic beauty in foam, which  
is a scientific object” 

At the same time as writing her doctorate, she did 
drawings for scientific journals and articles on 
physics and founded an association which brought 
together artists and scientists, together with Michael 
John-Gorman, now Director of the MIT Museum in the 
United States. Since her first steps into the world of 
science and research, and during her entire career, 
Wiebke Drenckhan has naturally adopted a 
connecting stance at the interface between worlds. 
She draws this ambition also from her attraction to 
the human dimension of her work.  

“The key element to modern research is 
collaboration; we are in constant touch with our 

teams, with colleagues who are younger or more 
experienced, and players from other fields so that 
we can answer questions that are more and more 

complex and interdisciplinary.” 

After obtaining her doctorate, she was recruited by 
the CNRS in 2007 and joined the Laboratory of Solid-
State Physics at the University Paris-Sud (now Paris-
Saclay), before moving her research to the Charles 
Sadron Institute in Strasbourg in 2016, in order to be 
closer to chemists. If she is asked why she chose to 
settle in France, Wiebke Drenckhan commends the 
way of working in the country, which she considers 
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unique (albeit in peril). “There I found a very 
cooperative spirit, with more permanent posts, and 
colleagues who often pursue their research over 
their whole career. In other countries, senior 
scientists are often managers rather than 
researchers.” 

Over the years, Wiebke Drenckhan has been working 
towards understanding the structure of foams and is 
one of the first to combine the world of liquid foams 
– those that crown a cappuccino or a beer – with solid 
foams, such as polymer foams for thermal insulation. 
These are two areas that are traditionally separate, 
but at whose interface she likes to place herself. “In 

order to 
properly 

understand a 
solid foam, 
one must 

understand 
its initial 
state, which 

is liquid,” she notes. To this end she works with 
engineers, chemists and physical chemists, whose 
knowledge completes her own, and vice-versa. In the 
same way, she always places herself between both 
fundamental research and applied research, 
esteeming that “These two spheres nurture each 
other through a virtuous circle, because an applied 
project can lead us to ask unexpected and very 
fundamental questions which are, in turn, 
indispensable to resolve concrete problems posed by 
industry”. For this she chooses her industrial partners 
with great care, building her partnerships on win-win 
relations. 

To date, Wiebke Drenckhan has published over 100 
scientific articles, and applied for several patents. Her 
prolific research career has however not stopped her 
from continuing to assert her artistic talent. She has 
illustrated a number of popular science works, such 
as Physics in Daily Life by Jo Hermans, which has, 
notably, been translated into Italian and Japanese; or 
Marie Curieuse by Muriel Chiron-Charrier; and one of 
her photographs illustrated the front cover of the 
prestigious scientific journal Science in 2015. “It’s a 
question of survival, she notes. Art is good for me.” 
Besides, this double passion for art and science 
enables her to build bridges with a larger public 
through her mediation actions.  

“Through art, one can more easily reach  
people who are afraid of science, and perhaps  

even attract them to this area.” 

In cooperation with the designers 
Juliette Gelli and Raphaël Pluvinage, 
she launched the project Château 
d’eau (water tower) in 2017, which 
makes it possible to illustrate the 
interactions between drops of water 
and structures made with 

superhydrophobic polymer surfaces in a fun way. She 
also works with Sébastien Kauffmann, a soap bubble 
artist whose workshop is located in the Vosges. “Our 
working sessions are like laboratory experiments, but 
with an added crazy touch, with carefree creativity, 
and not so rigid,” she says. By combining artistic 
vision with scientific knowledge, they devised a show 
based on foam sculptures. For all these 
actions, Wiebke Drenckhan was 
awarded the 2023 CNRS Scientific 
Mediation Medal. Other projects are 
ongoing with the University of 
Strasbourg’s Jardin des Sciences and the 
Phæno Science Museum in Germany.  

More recently, Wiebke Drenckhan was contacted on 
behalf of Bavarian castles that possess century-old 
carriages, which are very lavishly decorated and 
difficult to clean. In the context of a 2018 USIAS 
project, she reinforced her collaboration with the 
physical chemist Cosima Stubenrauch from the 
University of Stuttgart, so as to develop foams whose 
simple physical properties enable a deep cleaning of 
complex objects such as carriages. Thanks to 
substantial funding from the CNRS ‘research risk’ 
project, she intends to go further and explore a 
possible synergy between physics and biochemistry 
in order to capture and break down microplastics, or 
even bacterial biofilms, with the help of such cleaning 
foams and – this will be no surprise - in cooperation 
with colleagues from different disciplines.  

For the period 2025-2028, Wiebke Drenckhan has 
been appointed as USIAS Marguerite Perey Chair. This 
position will allow her to broaden her horizons: she is 
excited to engage with other disciplines, discover 
projects that she would normally not have come 
across, and put her experience at the service of a 
university that is strongly committed to 
interdisciplinarity. 

Interview by William Rowe-Pirra, science journalist 
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