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PHOTOGRAPHY AND THE VERA ICON

STEPHEN ALTHOUSE: VEILS AND FABRICS

Stephen Althouse (b. 1948), an American photographer who was brought
up a Quaker, symbolically addresses the theme of the Veil of Veronica

in his black and white photographs through the abundant use he makes
of textiles. On visiting the Prado Museum in the 1970s, Althouse was
struck by a painting of St Veronica. He became intrigued by the motif
of the veil, not only because of the technical possibilities it seemed to
offer, which painters before him had exploited in their rendering of the
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hang and folds of draperies, but also as a means of hiding or exhibiting,
highlighting or concealing the content.

The objects portrayed in Hammer with Braille (2003), Nail and String
(2003), Closed Tongs (2004) and Sacred Tongs (2004) are the instruments
of Christ’s Passion. Originally agricultural tools, popular in the late
Middle Ages, they were the Arma Christi symbolizing Christ’s suffering.
They also have a hidden meaning. On some of them there is an inscription
in braille, for instance on the hammer placed against a black background
in Hammer with Braille. The words in braille read ‘Dona nobis’, a reference
to Dona nobis pacem, the ‘grant us peace’ of the Catholic Mass. Braille
expresses a direct and physical ‘vision’ of the world and of the relation
to things. The spectator must acquire a new approach to objects and
language, involving not only vision but also touch. The disused farm
instruments Althouse photographs are a metaphor of the homo faber. Cloth
is often present, either wrapped round the object or used as a background
that lends it 2 new meaning, a symbolic dimension in which the profane
and the sacred are closely intertwined. In certain works, textiles do not
only highlight the tool, but also sacralize it, as in Rake 1 (2003, illus. 28),
where the white material, tied to the two ends of a wooden rake, evokes
the ostension of the Veil by Veronica, as the artist comments: ‘I felt that
the cloth might add a degree of spirituality in my work and help to imply
the mystery that | feel.””® The pure lines of the rake, the play of light and
shadow and the explicit reference to the Veil of Veronica transform
this still-life on the theme of agricultural work into a sort of mystical
icon, pervaded by a sense of reverential silence. The rake, which has the
form of a T-shaped cross, and the material that falls on either side, refer
symbolically to Christ’s outstretched arms nailed to the Cross.

The banal nature of the object, an everyday work tool, is suffused
with a divine trancendence through the cream-coloured material. The
meticulous care with which the objects are rendered, the sensitivity to
textures, the contrast between the solid matertality of the wood and
the folds of the material, and the masterful use of chiaroscuro, work to
aestheticize these common objects. Clamps and Shroud (2003, illus. 29),
which clearly refers formally to the ostension of the Veil by Veronica,
is the most mystical of the series. Yet the cloth, displayed without the
presence of the saint, shows no image. The material has become a

shroud, and clamps replace the hands of Veronica as she displays the



20

Stephen Althouse, Clamps and Shroud, 2003,

pigment print.
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miraculous Veil. Lastly, in Royal Spindle (2003, illus. 30), a spindle is
placed in the centre of a piece of white material knotted at its four
corners. The image clearly refers, formally, to the tradition of Holy Faces,
and more particularly to Zurbaran'’s Veil of St Veronica (c. 1635-40, illus. 31),
which shows a ghostly apparition on a light-coloured, crease-marked
veil. In Althouse’s work the object is never reduced to a two-dimensional
surface by the photographic medium. It acquires a materiality and

a symbolic sense that transcend its everyday meaning. The mundane
character of the subject matter and its utilitarian function are sublimated
in a representation that sacralizes the object associated with the veil.
The fabric does not portray the face of Christ, but conveys the mystical
symbolism that impregnates every object through an inspired vision of
things and a transcendental approach to the world. A simple piece of
material and two clamps thus successfully represent the Veil of Veronica,
itself a symbol of the photographic image.
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Stephen Althouse, E‘:ly.r\l Spindle, 2003, Francisco de Zurbardn, The Veil '-J‘ St Veronica,

pigment print. ¢. 1635-40, oil on canvas.
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