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If you are in the presence of a Barbara, you should be aware that you might be in a place where explosions are 
possible. For those who work in the crackle of fires, furnaces, explosives, kilns, foundries, and in the bowels of the 
earth, Saint Barbara is the patron saint and protector. While miners often place her effigy at the entrance to tunnels 
and caves to protect them, certain metalworkers place figurines of Saint Barbara on top of their furnaces to ward off 
accidents.

There is a Barbara at the art foundry in Berlin where Lena Henke created her aluminum sculpture Unforced Error 
(2025), a large prone figure that seems to be in the process of metamorphosis. It has one human leg with a horse’s 
hoof and a bulbous midsection of polymorphic buttock and belly-like protrusions that summon the burgeoning flesh of 
Hans Bellmer’s poupée experiments: photographs of disassembled and reassembled doll parts, and of the body of his 
partner, Unica Zürn, tied with ropes so that her flesh bulged uncannily like that of a grotesque doll, often appearing as 
though headless. Unforced Error has one single, large female breast and her head is a copy of the one on the foundry’s 
own Barbara figurine. With this localized appropriative gesture, Barbara is tied forever to the fiery scene of her birth 
and has been transmuted into not only an angel of the metalworkers and fabricators, but also of artists and sculptors. 
With her site-specific face, Barbara becomes a kind of pure sculpture, and the coincidence of her name with that of 
Barbara Hepworth, a creator of powerful, heavy-duty Modernist sculptures in bronze, stone and wood, duplicates and 
diffuses the identity of ‘Barbara’ as both artist and muse. 

That the head of Barbara should be attached to this chimerical body is noteworthy, given that Saint Barbara of legend 
was decapitated by her father. Barbara’s story, appearing in 7th century, is of doubtful origin, and has the salacious 
tang of fantasy. According to legend, she was a 4th century virgin kept in a tower by her father, who wanted to protect 
her from potential suitors. Unbeknownst to her pagan father, Barbara secretly converted to Christianity, organizing the 
installation of three windows in her tower to signify the Holy Trinity. Catastrophe ensues. Barbara refuses marriage and 
is tortured, her wounds miraculously heal, she flees, and performs miracles, but is ultimately beheaded by her father, 
offering a prayer as she dies, and becoming a Christian martyr. Her father is immediately struck down by lightning 
and turned to ashes. Her legend’s relationship with explosive electricity became seared on the public consciousness, 
particularly in the 15th and 16th centuries, when she was the subject of several popular mystery plays in France. 
Where Barbara is depicted in paintings, she is almost always pictured with a tower, one that often resembles the 
ominous Tower Card of a tarot deck or a Tower of Babel. A notable exception is a 1437 drawing on oak panel by Jan 
Van Eyck, which shows Barbara seated in front of a tower that resembles Cologne Cathedral. Unusually, is a drawing 
on a wooden panel with a painted sky, leading to some uncertainty about whether it is intended as a finished work or 
not. If it is, it is the oldest surviving drawing by any artist. 

“I live alone in a round tower chamber,” writes Unica Zürn in her novella The Trumpets of Jericho (1968), a 
hallucinatory text located in artist and writer’s experiences of birth, motherhood, psychedelics, and psychological 
fracturing. But if Zürn’s protagonist is a Barbara-like figure, her tower might be her own body, which appears as one in 
which multiple consciousnesses struggle to break out from. “The clouds today look like indecent bodies in impossible 
entanglements,” she writes, as though looking out of windows, looking out of eyes that are windows. Zürn often wrote 
anagrammatically, disassembling and reassembling phrases and words to arrive at original combinations, creating 
new, poetic meanings, but also retaining a cryptographic sense of the occult, of coded meanings and spells. New 
hybrid sentences are born, though they are almost untranslatable, being reliant on the rearrangement of letters from 
the words of the German in which they were originally written. 

Henke’s language is one that is also split, translated, and recombined, from vocabulary of forms that she has been 
developing over the past few years, one that also passes between German and English contexts. She has been refining, 
for years now, the form of a foot on a horse’s hoof, which has appeared in many different scales and manifestations. 
Her new variations on this subject are the most visceral- that I remember seeing - the feet that sit atop the hoof almost 
seem as though they have been slashed at the ankle - bringing to mind the anatomical horse studies of a painter like 
George Stubbs. This focus on anatomy, however, and the layering of one animal foot on the other, newly suggest the 
real and allegorical speeds of various animals, in the way that sports car logos do. A horse, a human, and a puma all 
flicker in and out of focus in the new series, as do elements grounded in her German past, including horse fields and 
automobile manufacturers whip past our eyes like a landscape.

To make the “indecent body” of Unforced Error, Henke amalgamated elements from many of her previous sculptures 
and studies, including human legs with horse hooves and single breasts, into one body, together with the head of 
the Barbara. To create this new combination of shapes, she carved freehand into blocks of polystyrene, a material 
reminiscent of the “clouds” seen from the window of Zürn’s tower. Though light and easy to handle, polystyrene is 
difficult to cast in aluminum, and its porous structure creates a surface pockmarked with tiny holes, rendering parts of 
the sculpture fragile and spongelike. Combined with the green verdigris produced by the oxide coating applied to the 
Athenian iteration of the sculpture, the figure seems both rigidly brittle and softly plastic. A moss-covered or moldy 
creature, or a dried, lichen-covered husk that has surfaced from the earth. A truly exquisite corpse. 
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