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In my art making l explore the possibility of a contemporary language for personal trauma. Through 
this process, I create a visual reference to the fragility and vulnerability of the injured body and how it 
prevents us from advancing in life. 

Fig. 2. Diana Henriksen, Unable II (2019) (Detail). 1



Fig. 3. Diana Henriksen, Unable I (2019) (Detail). 32

I severely injured my spine when l carried a heavy object to be stored in the attic up a ladder.  What 
seemed like a perfectly normal chore a couple of years ago is deemed stupid and unwise now that I 
am entering the autumn season of life.  My life came to a sudden halt, as l was abruptly bedridden.

I endured excruciating physical pain, and the pain of paying high medical bills.  As a result of my inca-
pacitation, l could not make ends meet.  As an independent woman, l was now dependant on friends 
and family for everything.  Several months later my flexibility and mobility are still restricted by having to 
wear a corset and enduring intervals of bed rest.



Fig. 4. Diana Henriksen Unable I (2019) (Work in progress).4 5

This experience led me to explore how the ladder  becomes a metaphor for the advancement in life. To 
me, the side rails of the ladder represents support.  The rungs of the ladder become a metaphor for the 
steps we take as we advance in life. The ladder therefore becomes a metaphor for the ups and downs 
in life. Life is a climb, but not always a continuous climb. There will be detours or unexpected disrup-
tions.  As a result of my back injury, my climb up or down the ladder of life was abruptly halted.  The 
injury left me unable to ascend or descend.  I was stuck on the ladder of my life.  



Fig. 5. Diana Henriksen Unable I I (2019) (Detail)..6 7

I was inspired by the psychologist, Dr Edith Eger’s book The Choice, A True Story of Hope (2017). She 
is a holocaust survivor and in years, she is beyond the autumn season of her life, and well into the win-
ter season. She explains that suffering is universal, but victimhood optional (Eger, 2017:9).  Regardless 
of age, she is still treating patients and guiding them on how to transcend self-limiting beliefs and be-
come who they were meant to be (Eger, 2017:222).  I relate the injury to my spine to a few of the quotes 
with which she encourages her patients. 

 
“Bad things happen to everyone.  Accept what happened to you. You can choose 
to be a victim or choose to enjoy the rich feast of life.  Embrace the possible story 
of healing” (Eger, 2017:7-12).



8 9Fig. 6. Alex Tripani, Ascending and Decending (2017).

The artist, Alex Trapani’s performance video, Ascending and Descending (2017) (Fig. 6), shows him 
climbing up and down a plinth. The action becomes a metaphor for his successes and failures as an 
artist. In his dissertation, Bruce Nauman: The True Artist is an Absurd Fountain (2017) he writes that he 
believes that “conceptual art is relevant in a contemporary context and this is not so because it is logi-
cally justifiable, but because it reflects the strangeness of existence” (2017: i).  To me  
personally, this alludes to the fallibility of humanity, and specifically to the vulnerability and fragility of 
our bodies and what we do to ourselves.

The artist Annette Messager’s work, La Vie Debout, The Messengers (2009) (Fig. 7) resonates with 
my art making, as there is a sense of vulnerability and fragility of the fragmented, soft, body-part-like 
objects suspended in the gallery.  In her world, she transforms ‘the stuff of life’ into strange objects that 
create meaning and messages. 

Fig. 7.  Annette Messager,  La Vie Debout, The Messengers (2009).
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My sculpture, Unable I (2019), is an upside-down ladder that cannot be used to advance in life.  It is 
supported by side rails, but has no rungs to climb. The ladder is reinforced and restructured with soft 
muslin fabric and fragments of soft sculptures that are stretched to their limit. The fragility of the white 
floating soft sculptures stretched in every direction, directly refers to my own body being stretched and 
held together by a corset. 

Fig. 8. Diana Henriksen Unable II (2019) (Previous Page).

Fig. 9-11  Diana Henriksen Unable I (2019)  (Above). Fig. 12. Diana Henriksen Unable I (2019) (Detail).



14 15Fig. 14-16. Diana Henriksen, Unable II  (2019) (Detail).

In my work Unable II (2019), I have reassembled a ladder and suspended it at the height of a bed to 
refer to my own experience of being bedridden and not being able to ascend or descend on the lad-
der of life. The ladder has no side rails and the rungs are broken. It is unstable and hanging in mid-air. 
Evocative tension is created by different materials and found items such as hinges, sharp rugged edges 
of broken rungs and spikes that have associations with pain and agony in the injured body. I relate this 
to my own body, unable to support myself and forced to surrender and rely on others.  

Fig. 13. Diana Henriksen, Unable II  (2019) (Detail).



16 17Fig. 17-18.Diana Henriksen, Unable II  (2019) (Detail).  

The shadows cast by these two sculptures (Fig.17-18) becomes a design for embossing onto hand-
made cotton paper.  Through the embossing process I hope to allude to traces that are left by trauma 
and the score the body keeps. In his book, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind and Body in the 
Treatment of Trauma (2015), the clinician and teacher, Dr Bessel van der Kolk (2015:21),  explains that 
trauma is the consequence of a highly stressful or painful experience. Any traumatic experience – large 
or small – leaves traces on the mind, brain and body. 



Fig. 19. Diana Henriksen Surrender (2019).18 19

My work Surrender (2019) consist of nine white flags made from soft muslin cloth that resembles fragility 
and vulnerability. The flags represents  the nine months that l had to surrender and accept my situation 
since my injury.  Threads are pulled out of the gauze-like fabric, to create  
the illusion of rungs to ascend upon, but they are unstable, suspended, and blowing in the wind without 
any form of structure or support.
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During the process of making art l was continually reminded that surrendering to the body is the only way 
forward.   When one is in a state of surrendering and accepting your own vulnerability, you realise that the 
ladder of life is not always up or down, but sometimes horizontal.  Could this be “the place to embrace the 
possible story of healing,” that Dr Edith Eger (2017:12) refers to? 

Fig. 20. Diana Henriksen Unable I (2019) (Detail).
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