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Jonas, 2011. Patinated bronze, 120 x 35 x 24 cm.

BY PETER LODERMEYER; TRANSLATED FROM
THE GERMAN BY ELIZABETH VOLK
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“Those diseases which medicines do not cure, iron cures; those which iron
cannot cure, fire cures; and those which fire cannot cure, are to be reckoned
wholly incurable.” Sofie Muller is fond of quoting this statement by Hippoc -
rates, the famous Greek physician and founder of the science of medicine,
fascinated by the fact that even after 2,400 years, it has lost nothing of its
validity. This Hippocratic doctrine directly relates to several motifs found in
Muller’s recent “Psychonomics” series, but it is also important for her sculp-
tures in general. 

In “Psychonomics,” various specialty scissors, sometimes old and rusted,
stand for “iron,” i.e., for surgical instruments. “Fire” is a recurring element
in Muller’s work, or rather, the traces left behind by fire—combustion residue,
charred wood, burn marks, and soot. In recent years, she has developed, to
virtuoso perfection, a very special drawing technique that exploits smoky
soot from candle flames. She uses this soot, among other things, to produce
delicately spectral sketches of bodies and body parts on paper, their immate-

riality redolent of x-ray photographs. However, the
“Hippocratic” and, in the broadest sense, medical,
aspect is only one of Muller’s interests. Her works
repeatedly center on existential themes such as
injury and traumatization, psychological fragility,
loneliness, and the longing for company. Above all,
though, they explore the human body as a vehicle
that expresses mental states and the condition 
of the soul. 

In her native Belgium, Muller is one of the most
successful sculptors of her generation. She first
gained renown with disturbing, psychologically sensi-
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Brandt, 2011. Patinated bronze and burnt wood, 133 x 35 x

40 cm. 



tive, and technically demanding bronze figures of chil-
dren and adolescents. Her very first figurative sculp-
ture, Wannabe (2002), already indicated the direction
in which she was headed. A boy wearing shorts and
an oddly outdated and out-of-place jacket stands straight,
trying to make himself as tall as possible. The form
apparently follows the boy’s self-perception. Only 60
centimeters high, the figure broadens toward the top,
its proportions expanding, as if it were only a ques-
tion of willpower to finally be a grown-up. Whereas
Wannabe reveals a somewhat amusing aspirational
state of childhood, the later figures are shown, for the
most part, in depressingly extreme situations. Over
and over again, Muller’s bronze sculptures deal with
the challenges and excessive demands, the psychologi-
cal fragility and emotional insecurities, that accom-
pany the transition from child to adult. Brandt (2011),
one particularly impressive example, would appear to
be a realistic, life-size portrait of a boy leaning list-
lessly against a wall in boredom or sadness, were it
not for the trail of black drag marks at the height of
his head that appallingly indicate some sort of self-
injury. Up close and from the side, we see that the
left half of the boy’s head, which is made of wood, not
bronze like his body, has been completely burned: it is 
a drastic sign of an inner wound, possibly the trace of
a traumatic experience literally burned from memory.

The situation is somewhat subtler with Tristan, the
slight figure of a boy perching on the edge of a real
doctor’s office examination table. He sits there waiting,
his shoulders drooping, his hands pressing into the
cushions, as he gazes into space—that is, if he had
any hands and eyes. We only notice at second or third
glance that his hands are missing, having seemingly
disappeared into the upholstery, making the boy liter-
ally unable to “handle” the situation. His eyes—and
this holds true for all of Muller’s figures—have been
blurred to gentle hollows comparable to those in
Medardo Rosso’s famous wax busts. Muller, who
admires Rosso, says, “If the eyes are rendered realisti-
cally, they immediately attract all the attention; this is
something I want to avoid.” The blurring of the area
around the eyes is an enormously effective aesthetic
measure because it activates the viewer’s imagination.
Since it is not possible to gain eye contact with the fig-
ures, we are forced to become more sensitive, turning
our attention from the external to the—purportedly—
psychological state of mind of the person portrayed. 

Muller notes that her figures of children and ado-
lescents are always “psychological portraits” of per-
sons from her private life. She takes care, however,

not to divulge an individual’s particular story or set of problems. The openness
to different associations and diverse, even contradictory, interpretations is 
an important aspect of her work. Accordingly, the sculptures have largely
been set up in sensitive contexts, which allows for extremely divergent ways 
of understanding them, depending on the spatial environment and exhibition
theme. Thus, some viewers have placed the figure of Tristan in a context of
autism or child abuse—but one may also interpret the work simply as an
example of being lost in one’s own little dream world, a frequent trait of
overly sensitive teenagers. 
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Tristan, 2007. Patinated bronze and examination table, figure:

134 x 34 x 38 cm. 



Clarysse (2011), which is probably Muller’s best-
known work, received much attention during its pres -
entation in the group exhibition “Forever Young. The
Myth of Youth” (Kunsthalle Nuremberg, 2013–14). In
Clarysse, a young girl sits bent over her school desk,
her hands extended upward, as if in fright, over the
place where her head should be, but where we find
only an oval burn mark on the desktop. The benches
and chairs in the rows ahead have also been singed to
different degrees, as if they had been caught in a
fiery blaze. Few viewers would be able to look on such a
forceful scene without conjuring memories of trau-
matic experiences at school. Muller implies that the
installation is autobiographical. As an adolescent,
she experienced blackouts in which the entire world
seemed to sink into a black hole of unconsciousness.
The choice of title—an allusion to Clarisse McClellan
in Ray Bradbury’s novel Fahrenheit 451—signals
Muller’s identification with the character’s serious,
introverted nature. 

The strong psychological presence of Muller’s iso-
lated figures does not depend on the trenchant 
alienation of their realism alone; just as important is
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Right: Barbara, 2012. Still from video and sound installation,

directed by Dries Delputte; sound by Bart Stolle. Above: Detail

of burnt sculpture.



the handcrafted execution, minutely car-
ried out down to the last detail. The fact
that Muller originally comes from the
medium of painting also plays a role. In
retrospect, she is grateful for her solid,
rather traditional education, with life
drawing as an important cornerstone,
because this grounding provided a sound
basis for her freely modeled figures. The
unusual polychromy of her bronze sculp-
tures indicates her painterly sensitivity.
Since the customary patinas for bronze 
(in standard green, brown, and black) were
not sufficient, Muller looked up a bronze
specialist acquainted with the material’s
chemical and physical details, and he
helped her to achieve untraditional colors
such as white, red, and blue. Muller’s
high standards of craftsmanship also owe
something to the fact that she comes
from an old, established family of antique
dealers. Having grown up in a household
where it was normal to be in the presence
of Old Master paintings and sculptures,
mostly from the 17th century, she has
always measured her works against the
standards of historical art. 

Against this background, Barbara (2012)
seems almost sacrilegious, at least at
first glance. Muller’s Web site <www.
sofiemuller.be> features a video docu-
menting the process behind the work. We
see a near-to-life-size, Gothic-style figure
of St. Barbara, holding her attribute of
the tower and the palm branch of martyr-
dom, her head first licked by a flame and
then increasingly torched. The fire’s eerie
work becomes almost physically palpable
thanks to the insistent electronic sound-
track contributed by Muller’s artist col-
league in Ghent, Bart Stolle. When the
flame goes out after about 11 minutes,
the figure remains, its head charred black
and smoking. Fire, the ultimate healer for
Hippocrates, unleashes its ambivalent
power here—as destructive as it is cre-
ative. Only after this partial burning does 
the rather sterile and expressionless 19th-
century statue transform into a contem -
porary artwork of great complexity and
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SI023GM, 2014. Iron closet, magnetic burnt poly -

urethane heads, lab objects, liquids, and fan,
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existential urgency. Barbara was created for an exhibi-
tion in a former coal mine in the Belgian city of Genk.
She has now been placed permanently in a niche on
the exterior of the former mine building. Coal mining
was once the industrial heart of Genk. Between 1966
and 1987, however, all three of its mines were closed
down, bringing social upheaval that is still felt today.
In this context, St. Barbara, injured by the fire, regains 
her plausibility as the patron saint of coal miners. 

In 2014, Muller commenced a new chapter in her work
with the “Psychonomics” series. In these works, she
detaches herself from her focus on the individual fig-
ure and elaborates on the installation and context-
sensitive aspects of her work. The basic components
of the “Psychonomics” include a set of about 70
heads, all in small formats though differing in size,

which she first modeled in plasticene and then, sometimes more than once,
cast in polyurethane. More or less blackened with soot, partially damaged by
fire, the heads seem like historic remains on which time has left its traces. For
all their individuality, these heads are not portraits, but creations inspired in
part by old photographs. Muller places them in highly varying arrangements,
largely in combination with found antiquarian objects related to scientific and
medicinal laboratories: scissors, scales, Bunsen burners, test tubes, glass flasks
and vessels with and without fluids, and a cage-like wire cabinet. Many of the
heads contain magnets, and they do what people do: they attract or repel one
another. The tremendously succinct sculptural scenarios that result from this
action immediately trigger a myriad of associations. For example, we see heads
that strive toward each other but may never meet because of how they have
been hung or because they are hindered by the dividing wall of a box. Or the
opposite may happen. Some heads cannot escape each other: smaller heads
hang firmly attached to larger ones, like materializations of indelible memories,
obsessive fixations, or psychological dependencies. 
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Above left: SH002W, 2014. Magnetic burnt polyurethane heads and wood, 19 x 20.5 x 14 cm. Right: SH002GW, 2014. Magnetic burnt polyurethane heads,

test tubes, wood, and liquid, 22 x 19 x 4 cm. Below: SI003G5A, 2014. Magnetic burnt polyurethane heads, glass objects, and liquid, 45 x 100 x 28 cm.



The word “psychonomics” points to scientific research
on the laws of the psyche and their application. The
scales and measuring instruments, and above all the
many scissors in the series, which either lie ready for
use or stick to the heads magnetically, produce the dis-
concerting impression of dark experiments. Or are they
metaphors for the condition of life itself, the ultimate
experiment to which we are subjected? At once healing
and injuring, they remind us that, from the moment we
are cut from our umbilical cords, we are subject to all
kinds of manipulations. The tubing through which the
numerous heads of the large mobile installation Nucleus
are connected to a complicated glass flask (whose origi-
nal function Muller has not been able to determine)
also makes us think of umbilical cords. It is an urgent
image for the unfathomable basis of our individual, vul-
nerable existences. As mental sculptures, the “Psycho-
nomics” impress, because Muller summons the courage 
to look without prejudice at the  human psyche, with-
out shying away from its fragilities or its abysses. 

Peter Lodermeyer is a writer based in Bonn, Germany.
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Nucleus, 2014. Mixed media, lab objects, and magnetic burnt polyurethane heads, dimensions variable.ST
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